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L. INTRODUCTION

L. Bringing robust, affordable broadband to all Americans is the great infrastructure
challenge of our time. The private sector is taking the lead in meeting this challenge, but in areas of the
country where it is not economically viable to deploy and/or operate broadband networks, including many
rural areas, public support is needed to spur private investment. Today, as the National Broadband Plan
recommends, we propose to fundamentally modernize the Commission’s Universal Service Fund (USF or
Fund) and intercarrier compensation (ICC) system. We propose to do so by eliminating waste and
inefficiency and reorienting USF and ICC to meet the nation’s broadband availability challenge,
transforming a 20th century program into an integrated program tailored for 21st century needs and
opportunities.

2. The principle that all Americans should have access to communications services, a
concept referred to as universal service, has been at the core of the Commission’s mandate since its
founding. Congress created this Commission in 1934 for the purpose of making “available . . . to all the
people of the United States . . . a rapid, efficient, Nation-wide, and world-wide wire and radio
communication service with adequate facilities at reasonable charges.”' In the decades since, federal and
state policymakers developed a complex system of public-private partnerships that supports deployment
and adoption of telephone service in costly-to-serve areas. A combination of payments from long
distance to local phone companies (ICC) and explicit support from USF has helped local phone

'47U.S.C. § 151.
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companies serve nearly all Americans. But networks that provide only voice service are no longer
adequate for the country’s communication needs.

3. Ubiquitous broadband infrastructure has become crucial to our nation’s economic
development and civic life.” Businesses need broadband to start and grow; adults need broadband to find
jobs; children need broadband to learn. Broadband enables people with disabilities to participate more
fully in society and provides opportunity to Americans of all income levels. Broadband also helps lower
the costs and improve the quality of health care. As important as these benefits are in America’s cities—
where more than two-thirds of residents have come to rely on broadband’—the distance-conquering
benefits of broadband can be even more important in America’s more remote small towns, rural and
insular areas, and Tribal lands.* Furthermore, the benefits of broadband grow when all areas of the
country are connected. More users online means more information flowing, larger markets for goods and
services, and more rapid innovation. Congress recognized as much in 1996 when it directed the
Commission to examine regularly whether advanced telecommunications capability is being deployed to
all Americans in a reasonable and timely manner,” and more recently in February 2009 when it tasked the
Commission with developing a National Broadband Plan “to ensure that all people of the United States
have access to broadband capability,” and a “strategy for achieving affordability of such service and
maximum utilization of broadband infrastructure.”

4. In the 21st century, Americans will use fixed and mobile networks to experience the
benefits of broadband. Businesses, anchor institutions, and individuals rely on the high-speed capabilities
of fixed broadband networks for services such as high-definition remote medical consultations,
“telepresence” videoconferencing, and video-based distance learning. Meanwhile, as desktop PCs give
way to laptops, netbooks, smart phones, and tablets, more people are taking their broadband devices on
the road and using mobile broadband connectivity in their jobs, education, and health care. The benefits
of mobility may be particularly important to rural consumers and schoolchildren who typically travel
farther distances to reach work and school, and are vital for public safety: Approximately half of all 911
calls today are made from mobile phones. At the same time, fixed networks remain essential for mobile
services, which typically depend on fixed backhaul to connect cell towers and enable mobile
communications to other networks.

5. Today, while most Americans have access to broadband,’ as many as 24 million
Americans—one in thirteen of us—Ilive in areas where there is no access to any broadband network, fixed
(e.g., DSL or cable Internet service) or mobile.® The unserved include the family in Alachua County,

? See generally Federal Communications Commission, Connecting America: The National Broadband Plan (rel.
Mar. 16, 2010), at xi (National Broadband Plan).

? See Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competition Bureau Internet Access Services: Status as
of December 31, 2009, at chart 19 (Dec. 2010) (Dec. 2010 Internet Access Services Report).

* Throughout this document, except in reference to the current interim cap on high-cost support for competitive
ETCs, “Tribal lands” include any federally recognized Indian tribe’s reservation, pueblo or colony, including former
reservations in Oklahoma, Alaska Native regions established pursuant to the Alaska Native Claims Settlements Act
(85 Stat. 688), and Indian Allotments, see 47 C.F.R. § 54.400(e), as well as Hawaiian Home Lands—areas held in
trust for native Hawaiians by the state of Hawaii, pursuant to the Hawaiian Homes Commission Act, 1920, Act July
9, 1921, 42 Stat. 108, et seq., as amended.

>47U.S.C. § 1302(a).

® American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, Pub. L. No. 111-5, § 6001(k)(2)(D), 123 Stat. 115, 516
(Recovery Act).

7 National Broadband Plan at 20.

¥ Inquiry Concerning the Deployment of Advanced Telecommunications Capability to All Americans in a
Reasonable and Timely Fashion, and Possible Steps to Accelerate Such Deployment Pursuant to Section 706 of the
(continued....)
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Florida whose daughter routinely drives to a vacant public library parking lot at night to use the WiFi
connection to download her high school homework, because her family cannot get broadband at home.
They include the family in Montgomery County, Ohio who is frustrated that they cannot get broadband
from their local telephone company, even though broadband is available two miles away in the town of
Brookville. They include the Native Alaskan community of Kotzebue, which cannot retain teachers due
to the lack of basic amenities including Internet connectivity. There are unserved areas in every state of
the nation and its territories, and in many of these areas there is little reason to believe that Congress’s
desire “to ensure that all people of the United States have access to broadband capability” will be met any
time soon if current policies are not reformed.

6. Our USF and ICC programs currently are directed at telephone service, not broadband.
The component of the Fund that supports telecommunications service in high-cost areas has grown from
$2.6 billion in 2001 to $4.3 billion in 2010,” but it still primarily supports voice, including, in some
instances, broadband-capable infrastructure that delivers voice. While the Fund’s support has enabled
some rural telephone companies to deploy broadband-capable lines, many rural areas receive insufficient
support for broadband, creating a “rural-rural divide.” The ICC regime, too, was designed for a world of
voice minutes and separate long-distance and local telephone companies. It has had the effect of
rewarding carriers for maintaining outdated infrastructure rather than migrating to Internet protocol (IP)-
based networks. Thus, current rules actually disincentivize something necessary for our global
competitiveness: the transition from analog circuit-switched networks to IP networks.

7. In addition, fundamental inefficiencies riddle both USF and ICC. In many areas of the
country, USF provides more support than necessary to achieve our goals, subsidizes a competitor to a
voice and broadband provider that is offering service without government assistance, or supports several
voice networks in a single area. Similarly inefficient ICC rules create incentives for wasteful arbitrage.
In particular, because rates that local carriers receive to deliver a call vary widely depending on where the
call originated and the classification and type of service providers involved, the carriers paying such
charges may mask the origination of voice traffic to reduce or avoid payments, creating “phantom
traffic.” In addition, regulations allowing some carriers to assess above-cost rates for delivering traffic to
their subscribers create incentives for local carriers to artificially inflate their traffic volumes, thereby
increasing the payments they receive, a practice referred to as “access stimulation” or “traffic pumping.”
Practices like these and the disputes surrounding them cost hundreds of millions of dollars annually that
could be used for investment and more productive endeavors—costs that are ultimately borne by
consumers.

8. We face these problems because our universal service rules and our ICC system,
designed for 20th century networks and market dynamics, have not been comprehensively reassessed in
more than a decade, even though the communications landscape has changed dramatically. Mobile
services are vastly more prominent than even a few years ago—more than 27 percent of adults live in
households with only wireless phones.'” Broadband Internet access revenues have grown from $13.1

(Continued from previous page)
Telecommunications Act of 1996, Amended by the Broadband Data Improvement Act, GN Docket Nos. 09-137, 09-
51, Report, 25 FCC Red 9556 (2010) (Sixth Broadband Deployment Report).

? Federal and State Staff for the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service in CC Docket No. 96-45, Universal
Service Monitoring Report, CC Docket No. 98-202, at Table 3-1 (Dec. 2010) (2010 Universal Service Monitoring
Report); staff analysis of 2010 High-Cost Disbursement Data, http://www.fcc.gov/wcb/iatd/miscdata (forthcoming)
(2010 Disbursement Analysis); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Data,
http://www.usac.org/hc/tools/disbursements/default.aspx (USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool). Numbers shown
reflect nominal growth. Adjusting for inflation over the same time period, high-cost support has increased from
$2.6 billion to $3.5 billion in 2001 dollars.

' Stephen J. Blumberg and Julian V. Luke, Wireless Substitution: Early Release of Estimates From the National
Health Interview Survey, January - June 2010, National Center for Health Statistics, Centers for Disease Control
(Dec. 21, 2010), available at http://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/nhis/earlyrelease/wireless201012.pdf.
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billion in 2003 to $36.7 billion in 2009, while traditional wireline telephone (switched access) minutes
plummeted from 567 billion in 2000 to 316 billion in 2008."" From 2008 to 2009, interconnected Voice
over Internet Protocol (VoIP) subscriptions increased by 22 percent, while switched access lines
decreased by 10 percent.'” Incumbent telephone companies that operate in rural areas increasingly face
competition from other providers, including cable and wireless companies in portions of their service
area, but remain the carrier of last resort (COLR) outside of towns, where there are typically too few
customers to support a sustainable business."

9. As Representative Lee Terry and Rick Boucher, former Chairman of the House
Subcommittee on Communications, Technology and the Internet, said last year, “the Universal Service
Fund is broken.”"* And because of the interrelationship between USF and ICC, and the importance of
both to the nation’s broadband goals, reform of the two programs must be tackled together. As the
Commission said in its Joint Statement on Broadband, released when the National Broadband Plan was
delivered to Congress last March, “[USF] and [ICC] should be comprehensively reformed to increase
accountability and efficiency, encourage targeted investment in broadband infrastructure, and emphasize
the importance of broadband to the future of these programs.”"

10. Consistent with the Joint Statement and the Broadband Plan, the Commission plans to be
guided by the following four principles, rooted in section 254, as we proceed with USF and ICC reform:

e Modernize USF and ICC for Broadband. Modernize and refocus USF and ICC to make
affordable broadband available to all Americans and accelerate the transition from circuit-
switched to IP networks, with voice ultimately one of many applications running over fixed

and mobile broadband networks. Unserved communities across the nation cannot continue to
be left behind.

e Fiscal Responsibility. Control the size of USF as it transitions to support broadband,
including by reducing waste and inefficiency. We recognize that American consumers and
businesses ultimately pay for USF, and that this contribution burden may undermine the
benefits of the program by discouraging adoption.

e Accountability. Require accountability from companies receiving support, to ensure that
public investments are used wisely to deliver intended results. Government must also be
accountable for the administration of USF, including through clear goals and performance
metrics for the program.

" Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competition Bureau, Trends in Telephone Service, at 10-1
(Sept. 2010) (Sept. 2010 Trends in Telephone Service); Telecommunications Industry Association, 2010 ICT
Market Review and Forecast, Table 1-1.5 (Voice, Video and Data Services Revenues).

"2 Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competition Bureau, Local Telephone Competition Report:
Status as of December 2009, at 6 (Jan. 2011) (Jan. 2011 Local Competition Report).

13 National Telecommunications Cooperative Association, NTCA 2010 Broadband/Internet Availability Survey
Report, at 3, 8 (Jan. 2011) (“Ninety-eight percent of survey respondents indicated that they face competition in the
provision of advanced services from at least one other service provider [such as cable companies and wireless
Internet service providers] in some portion of their service area,” but forty-four percent of those respondents indicate
that “competitors were serving only the cities and towns in their service areas.”).

' See Boucher, Terry Introduce Universal Service Reform Act of 2010, Press Release, 111th Congress (rel. July 22,
2010).

15 Joint Statement on Broadband, GN Docket No. 10-66, Joint Statement on Broadband, 25 FCC Rcd 3420, 3421
(2010).
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e  Market-Driven Policies. Transition to market-driven and incentive-based policies that
encourage technologies and services that maximize the value of scarce program resources and
the benefits to all consumers.'®

11. We seek comment on these principles for reform. Section 254 of the Act lays out
principles for Commission policies to preserve and advance universal service.'” Section 254(c)(1) defines
universal service as evolving; thus, we are seeking to modernize it."® Section 254(b)(5) requires that
support be “sufficient, predictable and sufficient,” which courts have interpreted as requiring support that
is sufficient but not excessive, consistent with our commitment to fiscal responsibility and market-driven,
incentive-based policies.”’ Finally, accountability is essential to ensure that our programs are in fact
preserving and advancing universal service by providing the “[a]ccess to advanced telecommunications
and information services . . . in all regions of the Nation” that Congress envisioned in section 254(b)(2).”°

12. As we proceed with USF and ICC reform, we intend to avoid sudden changes or “flash
cuts” in our policies, acknowledging the benefits of measured transitions that enable stakeholders to adapt
to changing circumstances and minimize disruption. We note that if additional funding were available for
USF and ICC reform, it could accelerate and ease the necessary transitions.

13. We recognize that USF and ICC are both hybrid state-federal systems, and that reform
will work best with the Commission and state regulators cooperating to achieve shared goals. We also
acknowledge that crucial work has already been done to advance broadband deployment in hard-to-serve
areas—including by the National Telecommunications and Information Administration (NTIA) and the
Rural Utilities Service (RUS) through American Recovery and Reinvestment Act grants and loans as well
as ongoing RUS programs, and by states through their own efforts to extend broadband. We seek to
incorporate the lessons learned from those programs. We seek input from our federal and state partners
and Tribal governments on how best to coordinate efforts to ensure that all Americans have access to
modern communications networks so that we can continue to work together to build on the past success
of universal service.

1L EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

14. This section summarizes our proposed framework for reform. Our proposals are
designed to achieve the four core principles above—modernizing and refocusing USF and ICC to ensure
all Americans have access to robust, affordable broadband and to accelerate the transition to IP networks;
fiscal responsibility; accountability; and use of market-driven and incentive-based policies—and we seek
to ensure that the future of USF and ICC are consistent with those principles. We recognize, however,
that there are a number of potential paths to that future state. We also recognize the difficulty of precisely
forecasting the consequences of changes to a system as complex and interdependent as USF and ICC, as
well as the benefits of piloting innovative policies—such as competitive bidding to support build out and
ongoing operation of fixed and mobile broadband networks—before broader implementation. We
therefore propose several specific, near-term steps that will accelerate broadband investment in unserved
areas and set USF and ICC on a path that is consistent with the principles we have proposed; we then
describe alternatives for completing the reform process over the longer term. We intend to monitor the
progress of the near-term reforms and adjust course as necessary as we complete the reform process from
among the longer-term options.

16 . . . . . . .
We recognize that in some geographic areas there may be no private sector business case for offering voice and
broadband services. This is not in tension with our commitment to use market-driven regulation.

747 U.S.C. § 254.

47 U.S.C. § 254(c)(1).

1947 U.S.C. § 254(b)(5). See infra para. 412.
047 U.S.C. § 254(b)(2).
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15. We believe the USF and ICC regimes will benefit from simplification and unification:
The Connect America Fund (CAF) we propose to create would ultimately replace all other explicit
support provided by the current high-cost fund as well as implicit subsidies from the ICC system. To be
clear, we are not proposing to eliminate universal service support for communications services in high-
cost areas of the country; rather, we are proposing to improve the efficiency and effectiveness of that
support.

16. Our reforms must balance a number of other important and possibly competing priorities.
These priorities include advancing broadband service to all Americans; sustaining high-quality, reliable
voice service for all Americans; sustaining and expanding mobile voice and mobile broadband coverage
throughout the country; increasing adoption of advanced communications services; and minimizing the
burden on consumers and businesses, who pay for universal service. We seek comment on the relative
importance of these objectives and look forward to developing a full record on the appropriate balance
among them.

17. Reform will require all major stakeholders in the USF and ICC system to grapple with
the practical consequences of change. We do not propose any “flash cuts,” but rather suggest transitions
and glide paths that we believe will facilitate adaptation to reforms. Change to USF and ICC policies
need not and should not be sudden or overly disruptive, but change must begin so that our country can
reach its broadband goals in an efficient and accountable way.

A. Universal Service Fund

18. Building on the recommendations of the National Broadband Plan and the record from
the USF Reform NOI/NPRM,' we propose to transform the existing high-cost program—the component
of USF directed toward high-cost, rural, and insular areas (which we often refer to as “USF” in this
document)—into a new, more efficient, broadband-focused Connect America Fund. As shown in Figure
1 below, we propose to undertake this comprehensive reform in two stages: a set of immediate reforms
including, among other near-term goals, the establishment of the CAF, followed by the final selection of
the long-term CAF funding mechanism, based on monitoring and evaluation of experiences with the near-
term reforms.

2L Comment Sought on the Role of the Universal Service Fund and Intercarrier Compensation in the National
Broadband Plan, GN Docket Nos. 09-51, 09-47, 09-137, Public Notice, 24 FCC Rcd 13757 (2009) (NBP PN #19);
Connect America Fund, WC Docket No. 10-90, 4 National Broadband Plan for Our Future, GN Docket No. 09-51,
High-Cost Universal Service Support, WC Docket No. 05-337, Notice of Inquiry and Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, 25 FCC Rcd 6657 (2010) (USF Reform NOI/NPRM).
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Proposed Transition from High-Cost Fund to Connect America Fund

Transition Period Future-State

e Initial selection of long-term CAF
option
e Monitoring and evaluation

Figure 1
1. Immediate Reforms

19. In October 2010, we issued the Mobility Fund NPRM, which proposed a Mobility Fund
intended to spur build out of advanced mobile wireless networks in areas not served by current-generation
mobile networks. We now continue our reform efforts in this proceeding by proposing steps to spur
broadband build out, whether fixed or mobile, in unserved areas, which exist in every state as well as the
territories. We propose to do this by transitioning funds from less efficient uses to more efficient uses,
include through the creation of the CAF. We also seek comment on other measures to reduce
inefficiencies, extend broadband, and increase the accountability of companies receiving support.

20. In 2010, the high-cost fund disbursed $4.3 billion through five separate mechanisms
designed to support different kinds of costs and different types of carriers, as shown in Figure 2, below:
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Existing High-Cost Fund (2010 Actual)
($ amounts in millions)

High-Cost Model Interstate High-Cost Loop Local Switching Interstate
Support Access Support Support Support Common Line
() (capped) Support
Total $310 $545 $1,379 $359 $1,675 $4,268
Support
Incumbent $157 $458 $1,024 $276 $1,141 $3,055
Support
Competitive $153 $88 $355 $83 $533 $1,213
ETC
Support
(capped)
Who Large “non-rural” Large incumbents Small incumbents Small incumbents Small “rural”
receives incumbents (Bell  (price cap (mostly rate of (mostly rate of incumbents (rate
operating companies) and return but some  return, but some of return
companies and competitive ETCs mid-size price cap companies and
mid-size telcos) operating in their companies), and companies) and recent mid-size
and competitive territories competitive ETCs competitive ETCs price cap
ETCs operating in operating in their operating in their converts) and
their territories territories territories competitive ETCs
operating in their
territories
What it Subsidizes Interstate access Subsidizes Helps cover fixed Interstate revenue
supports intrastate loop, revenue intrastate loop intrastate recovery when
switching, and replacement costs based on switching costs for SLC cap does not
interoffice targeted to UNE embedded operating permit full
transport costs zones where (actual) costs of  companies with recovery of
based on forward carrier cannot the carrier less than 50,000 common line
looking cost recoup revenues lines revenues
model through SLCs
Source: USAC actual disbursements January — December 2010. Amounts shown reflect disbursements
made on an accrual basis for all study areas for which USAC had line count information as of November
2011. Disbursements may include true-ups for earlier years, and disbursements for calendar year 2010
are subject to additional true-ups during future periods.
Note: Competitive ETC support is capped at approximately $1.366 billion per year.””

Figure 2

21. In this proceeding, we propose the following reforms to be implemented beginning in
2012:

e Three components of the high-cost program primarily support smaller carriers regulated under
“rate-of-return” rules:* high-cost loop support (HCLS), which provided $1 billion for incumbents

22 See Letter from Sharon Gillett, Chief, Wireline Competition Bureau, to Karen Majcher, USAC, WC Docket No.
05-337, DA 11-243 (dated Feb. 8, 2011) (Interim Cap Adjustment Letter). These estimates include amounts
disbursed to Sprint and Verizon Wireless, which agreed in 2008 to phase out their competitive ETC support over
five years as a condition of the approval of certain transactions. Last year, the Commission provided instructions for
implementing the commitments of both Verizon Wireless and Sprint to surrender their high-cost universal service
support, resulting in recapture of amounts previously disbursed in 2009. See High-Cost Universal Service Support,
Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, Request for Review of Decision of Universal Service Administrator
by Corr Wireless Communications, LLC, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order and Notice of
Proposed Rulemaking, 25 FCC Rcd 12854 (2010) (Corr Wireless Order). Net of the support provided to Sprint and
Verizon, the amount of competitive ETC support shown in the table would have been $921 million.

2 Rate-of-return regulation is a form of rate regulation in which a carrier’s rates are set at levels to give the carrier
an opportunity to recover its operating costs plus an authorized rate of return on the regulated rate base (plant in
service minus accumulated depreciation).

4564



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

in 2010; local switching support (LSS), which provided $276 million for incumbents in 2010; and
interstate common line support (ICLS), which provided $1.1 billion for incumbents in 2010.** As
currently structured, these funding mechanisms provide poor incentives for rate-of-return carriers
to operate and invest efficiently. While individual carriers may act in the best interests of their
own customers and communities, excessive spending by any one community limits opportunities
for consumers in other communities and may not be in the best interests of the nation as a whole.
HCLS, for example, creates incentives for companies to outspend their peers in order to receive
more funding under the current capped formula. For all three programs, there are few, if any,
benchmarks for determining whether network investment is justified or appropriate, allowing a
company to spend millions of dollars to build a state-of-the art network that may serve only a few
customers. LSS was originally created to help small telephone companies that lack economies of
scale to afford large switches, but since then the industry has moved to software-based routers
and switches which can be more easily scaled to a company’s size and even shared among
companies. LSS now provides perverse incentives for companies not to realize efficiencies by
combining service areas. We seek comment on a suite of reforms to these components, which
will increase accountability and start rate-of-return carriers on the path towards market-driven,
incentive-based regulation. Specifically, we seek comment on:

o Reducing the reimbursement rates for the current high-cost loop program, in order to
distribute funding—which has been capped since the 1990s—in a more equitable manner
among rural carriers. Today, high-cost loop support largely goes to companies that have
accelerated network upgrades throughout their territory, leaving nothing available for
other smaller companies that choose to upgrade their networks more incrementally.

o Phasing out Local Switching Support or, alternatively, combining LSS and HCLS into a
single, more efficient mechanism to support network costs. Larger holding companies
are able to exploit the current LSS rules to gain additional support for switching costs,
increasing the burden on American consumers who support the Fund.

o Setting reasonable guidelines for reimbursements for capital and operating expenses
based on benchmarks developed from investments made by comparable companies.
Today, there are few controls on such reimbursements, leaving companies with broad
discretion to control how much public money they get and how they use it.

o Limiting the total support per line any one carrier in the continental United States can
receive, absent exceptional circumstances. While we recognize that USF provides
support to the hardest-to-serve areas, which may be very costly to serve, it is not clear
that all of the amounts provided today are necessary to provide reliable service. We
propose a process in which companies operating in the continental United States
receiving in excess of $250 per month per line would have to justify higher amounts of
support.

o Streamlining the study area waiver process to eliminate barriers to consolidation and
rationalization of service territories.

o Modifying rules that limit support when acquiring lines from another provider in
situations where the acquired lines are substantially unserved by broadband (the “parent
trap rule”), in order to provide greater incentives to upgrade those facilities.

e  We propose to phase out Interstate Access Support (IAS) over a period of a few years. In 2010,
IAS totaled $545 million. Originally created in 2000 as an interim part of a five-year transitional
reform plan, IAS has long outlived its intended lifespan. The comments received in response to
the USF Reform NOI/NPRM suggest that this fund is not critical to ensuring rural voice service,

2% Some of the larger, price cap carriers, however, do receive some HCLS, LSS, and ICLS. For instance, mid-size
companies that recently converted from rate-of-return to price cap regulation receive ICLS that is frozen on a per-
line basis.
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and we believe the funds could be more productively used to support the deployment of
broadband to unserved areas.

e In addition, we propose to eliminate the “identical support” rule and to rationalize funding for
competitive Eligible Telecommunications Carriers (ETCs) over a several-year period. In 2010,
non-IAS competitive ETC funding totaled $1.1 billion. Under the Commission’s identical
support rule, competitive ETCs (mostly wireless carriers) receive this support, subject to an
interim cap, regardless of actual costs or needs, as a per-line, dollar-for-dollar match with the
incumbent wireline carrier support per line in the same area. As a result, the funding is poorly
targeted—in some areas, as many as four or more providers are receiving redundant ETC
funding, while other areas lack even a single provider of broadband or mobile voice. Two of the
largest ETCs have voluntarily agreed to relinquish their ETC support in the context of
transactions, and the USF Reform NOI/NPRM record supports the conclusion that current levels
of competitive ETC support are unnecessary to ensure fixed or mobile voice service in many
areas of the country that receive support today.

At the same time, we recognize the importance of mobile voice and mobile broadband coverage
in all areas of the country and seek comment on how to balance the desire for universal mobile
coverage with other USF priorities. Our proposal in the Mobility Fund proceeding was intended
to provide a one-time infusion to expand mobile coverage.”> We seek comment here on how best
to factor the need for mobility into the reforms proposed in this proceeding to achieve our
universal service objectives.

22. Taken together, the proposed changes to the high-cost program will enable significant
funds to be used to support fixed and mobile broadband, as discussed below, and potentially a recovery
mechanism associated with ICC reform, where necessary, as summarized below.

23. We seek comment on the appropriate size of these programs. We propose that, together
with remaining high-cost support, total disbursements remain no greater than the high-cost program
would be under current rules. We seek comment, however, on whether total disbursements should be
lower in the future to minimize the burden on consumers. In light of the high costs that would be required
to ensure ubiquitous mobile coverage and very-high-speed broadband for every American and the length
of the transition to the proposed Connect America Fund, we also seek comment on whether additional
investments in universal service may be needed to accelerate network deployment.

24, To spur immediate new broadband investment through the CAF, we propose to conduct a
competitive bidding process (also known as a reverse auction or a procurement auction) in which
providers seeking a one-time infusion of support to build out and operate broadband networks in unserved
areas across the country compete against one another by bidding for the lowest amount of support they
would require to provide service to unserved housing units. Specifically, using the forthcoming National
Broadband Map to identify areas that currently lack broadband, we propose to award a significant amount
of funding, such as $500 million to more than $1 billion, through a technology-neutral reverse auction in
2012, with additional auctions potentially to follow. Recipients — which could be either fixed (wireline or
wireless) or mobile wireless providers — will be subject to enforceable requirements to deploy broadband
to the unserved areas (defined as census blocks or aggregations of census blocks) identified in their bid
within a specified time period, such as three years, and provide service for a defined period of years after
deployment is complete. They will be permitted to subcontract with other providers, including satellite
broadband providers, to fulfill their service obligations in particularly difficult to reach portions of their
proposed service areas. We seek comment on whether the broadband service obligation should be
defined as a minimum of 4 megabits per second (Mbps) downstream and 1 Mbps upstream, or whether
we should use other metrics.

» See Universal Service Reform, Mobility Fund, WT Docket No. 10-208, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 25 FCC
Red 14716 (2010) (Mobility Fund NPRM).
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25. If the auction winner is not the existing incumbent recipient of USF in the area during
this interim transition period, that incumbent carrier of last resort would continue to receive its existing
support, subject to the other reforms proposed in this Notice. If the auction winner is the existing
provider, the new funding would supplement its existing support, subject to the other reforms proposed in
this Notice. This use of a market-driven process to award support will spur high-impact broadband
deployment and give the Commission and the private sector experience with a mechanism for providing
consumers access to high-quality network infrastructure in an efficient manner.

26. To further promote deployment of broadband, we also seek comment on what broadband
service obligations, based on section 254 of the Act, should apply to recipients of CAF support under the
competitive bidding process described above, as well as whether any such obligations should apply to
recipients of the reformed high-cost fund. We seek comment on how to ensure that service in rural areas
is available at rates that are reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas. In addition, we propose to
clarify that voice service can be provided by any technology, including VolIP, so that USF can be used
directly to support modern IP-based networks.

27. Finally, we propose a variety of measures to increase accountability and better track
performance of the Fund as a whole. Specifically:

e  We propose to adopt performance goals and measures for the Fund as a tool to monitor how it
is advancing the statutory goals set forth in section 254.

e We propose to adjust reporting requirements for Fund recipients, including requiring
submission of certain financial information regarding operations, to enable the Commission
to ensure that funds are being used efficiently and effectively. We seek comment on
obtaining pricing data to ensure that services in rural areas are available at rates that are
affordable and reasonably comparable to urban areas.

e We propose to revise our certification and audit processes to reflect updated public interest
obligations for all Fund recipients, such as the requirement to deploy broadband networks.

28. In addition to substantially increasing Americans’ access to broadband and eliminating
wasteful or inefficient spending, our proposed reforms will move USF and the companies that rely on it
along the road to the future state of reform. They will also provide the Commission and industry valuable
experience with market-based mechanisms for allocating support, while improving the Commission’s
data on the functioning of USF. Finally, these reforms will introduce elements of incentive-based
regulation to rate-of-return carriers.

20. To reduce uncertainty and help companies reliant on USF and ICC plan and invest for the
future, we also propose several options for long-term CAF funding mechanisms, as described below. We
seek comment on these options and may select the path for long-term reform at the same time we adopt
the immediate reforms just described. But we propose to monitor the outcomes that result from these
immediate reforms on an ongoing basis and evaluate them comprehensively beginning no later than three
years after adoption of an order implementing initial reforms, to determine what course corrections may
be needed at that time along the path to long-term reform.

2. Long-Term Vision

30. In the second stage of our comprehensive universal service reform, we propose to
transition all remaining high-cost programs to the CAF. The CAF would provide ongoing support to
maintain and advance broadband across the country in areas that are uneconomic to serve absent such
support, with voice service ultimately provided as an application over broadband networks.

31. We seek comment on longer-term options for providing sufficient, but not excessive
support for service to be provided in rural areas at rates that are affordable and reasonably comparable to
rates in urban areas. Under one option, the Commission would award all ongoing support through a
competitive, technology-neutral bidding mechanism (including using technology-neutral geographic
areas). Under a second option, in each part of the country requiring ongoing universal service support,
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the Commission would offer the current voice carrier of last resort (likely an incumbent telephone
company) a right of first refusal to serve the area as the broadband provider of last resort for an ongoing
amount of annual support based on a cost model. If the provider refuses this offer, the Commission
would hold a competitive, technology-neutral process to select a provider to serve the area and take on all
service obligations, a process in which the current voice carrier of last resort could participate. Under
either approach, we propose that all ongoing support for carriers operating in high-cost areas would come
from the CAF. This funding would replace all other explicit support as well as all implicit subsidies from
ICC, as described in the next section.

32. In the alternative, we seek comment on limiting right-of-first refusal or auction-based
support to a subset of geographic areas, such as those served by price cap companies, while continuing to
provide ongoing support based on reasonable actual investment to smaller, rate-of-return companies.
Should we take this approach to the CAF, we seek comment on possible changes to the current rate-of-
return system beyond those discussed in the previous section, including capping and shifting interstate
common line support to an incentive regulation framework that would establish support amounts
periodically (such as every five years) to generate an appropriate forward-looking return for an efficient
carrier for the investments at issue, implementing a more rigorous process to examine whether investment
is used and useful, and re-examining the current 11.25 percent interstate rate of return.

33. Building on the interim reforms laid out in the previous section, we believe each of these
proposals for long-term reform provides a possible path to complete the transformation of the existing
high-cost fund into an accountable, fiscally responsible, market-driven and incentive-based system
focused on the nation’s broadband challenge.

B. Intercarrier Compensation

34, We propose to take action in the near term to reduce inefficiency and waste in the
intercarrier compensation system while providing a framework for long-term reform. This long-term
reform would gradually phase out the current per-minute ICC system and implement a recovery
mechanism (based on costs and/or revenues), which could enable some carriers to receive additional
explicit support from the CAF. Figure 3 below illustrates the proposed transition.
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Proposed Intercarrier Compensation Transition Path™

Today Near-term Future-State

Different rates for: e Adopt rules to address e Transition away from per-

o Intrastate access (states phantom traffic and access minute ratgs is complete,
iriedicet stimulation, and determine replaced with explicit
jurisdiction)

the treatment of VolIP for support where necessary
* Interstate access (FCC purposes of ICC from Connect America Fund

jurisdiction) « Adopt framework for long- under long-term vision

 Reciprocal compensation term ICC reform, including
(“local” traffic, FCC sets glide path and recovery
methodology, states mechanisms
implement)

e Begin reducing rates,
together with
implementation of recovery

mechanisms
Figure 3
1. Immediate Reforms
35. In the near term, we propose several reforms to reduce wasteful arbitrage and increase

certainty in ICC payments during the transition away from the per-minute system. The record indicates
that arbitrage schemes cost hundreds of millions of dollars each year and that regulatory uncertainty about
whether or what ICC payments are required for VolP traffic is hindering investment in IP-based products
and services.

36. We propose to amend our interstate access rules to address access stimulation—
arrangements in which carriers, often competitive carriers, profit from revenue-sharing agreements by
operating in an area where the incumbent carrier has a relatively high per-minute interstate access rate.
Under our existing rules, the competitive carrier benchmarks its rate to that of the incumbent rural carrier,
but the revenue-sharing arrangement results in a volume of traffic that is more consistent with a larger
carrier. A competitive carrier could, for example, generate millions of dollars in revenues each month
from other carriers simply by entering into a revenue sharing arrangement with a company that operates a
chat line. A rate-of-return carrier can likewise use our rules to take advantage of revenue sharing by
setting a rate based, for example, on historical demand and then entering into an arrangement that inflates
demand without adjusting its tariff to reflect a rate appropriate for such demand. We propose that carriers
that have entered a revenue-sharing arrangement be required to refile their interstate switched access
tariffs to reflect a low rate consistent with their volume of traffic. For rate-of-return incumbent local
exchange carriers (LECs), the rate would be adjusted to account for new demand. For competitive
carriers, that rate would be benchmarked to that of a large incumbent local exchange carrier (LEC) in the

% Today, there are three major forms of intercarrier compensation: interstate access charges, intrastate access
charges, and reciprocal compensation. Access charges apply to long distance calls. The Commission regulates rates
for interstate calls and states regulate rates for intrastate calls. Reciprocal compensation today primarily governs
“local” calls, and rates are either negotiated by carriers or set by states using the Commission’s pricing
methodology. Intrastate access rates are generally higher than interstate rates, and both are generally higher than
reciprocal compensation rates, although large variations exist within each category.
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state , rather than to that of the local rate-of-return carrier. We also seek comment on alternative
approaches.

37. We propose to amend our call signaling rules to address “phantom traffic” by ensuring
that calls received by the terminating provider include sufficient signaling information for that provider to
identify and bill the appropriate provider. Phantom traffic today causes carriers to devote substantial
resources to resolving billing disputes that could be used to invest or innovate. One provider, for
example, estimates that 5-8 percent of all traffic terminating on its network is “phantom” or disguised
traffic. Rules requiring the inclusion of appropriate signaling information would apply to all voice traffic,
including interconnected VoIP, but the rules would be flexible enough to adapt to a variety of technical
standards and accommodate their evolution. We also make clear that applying the signaling rules to
interconnected VoIP does not prejudge the determination of any intercarrier payment obligation for
interconnected VolP calls.

38. We propose to determine the obligations for interconnected VoIP traffic under the ICC
framework, and we seek comment on the appropriate intercarrier compensation regime. We seek
comment on payment obligations for VoIP ranging from adopting a bill-and-keep methodology for VoIP,
to applying a VolP-specific ICC rate, to requiring VoIP calls to pay all existing ICC charges. We also
seek comment on the implications for existing commercial arrangements that may address compensation
for VolIP traffic.

39. By reducing inefficient use of resources and expenditures on disputes and litigation, we
believe these proposals will allow companies to begin directing increased capital resources toward
investment and innovation that ultimately benefits consumers.

2. Comprehensive Reform

40. At the same time, we propose to adopt a sustainable long-term framework to gradually
reduce all per-minute charges. Per-minute charges are inconsistent with peering and transport
arrangements for [P networks, where traffic is not measured in minutes. The record suggests that the
current ICC system is impeding the transition to all-IP networks and distorting carriers’ incentives to
invest in new, efficient IP equipment. Moreover, although the short-term measures we propose will
address the most common forms of arbitrage today, wasteful attempts to game the system will likely
persist as long as ICC rates remain disparate and well above carriers’ incremental costs of terminating a
call.

41. Because the ICC system has not been reformed to reflect fundamental shifts in
technology and competition in the last two decades, the current system results in considerable instability
for carriers as revenues are declining at often unpredictable rates. Declining minutes for incumbent
carriers have led to a concurrent decline in revenues, particularly for price cap carriers. By providing a
more certain glide path for the transition to an all-IP future, intercarrier compensation reform will bring
much needed predictability to the industry and investors, which will ultimately benefit consumers.

42. We seek comment on several aspects of our proposed reduction of ICC rates. In
particular:

o Federal/State Role: We seek comment on two possible overall approaches for working with
states to reform intercarrier compensation. The first approach relies on the Commission and
states to act within their existing roles in regulating intercarrier compensation, such that states
would remain responsible for reforming intrastate access charges. Under a possible variation,
states would remain responsible for reforming wireline intrastate charges, but we also seek
comment on whether we should set a glide path to reform wireless termination charges,
possibly including intrastate access charges paid by or to wireless providers. The second
approach relies on the Commission using the tools provided by sections 251 and 252 in the
1996 Act to unify all intercarrier rates, including those for intrastate calls, under the
reciprocal compensation framework. Under this framework, the Commission would establish
a methodology, which states would then work with the Commission to implement.
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o Sequencing: We seek comment on the sequencing of ICC rate reductions and how the
sequencing options relate to the roles of the states and the Commission. Interstate and
intrastate access charges could change concurrently, particularly if the Commission and the
states each act within their existing roles; alternatively, reforms could proceed sequentially,
for example beginning with reductions in intrastate access charges to interstate levels,
followed by a reduction of all ICC rates. We seek comment on these possibilities as well as
the timing to reduce reciprocal compensation rates and wireless termination charges.

o Timing: We also seek comment on the appropriate timing of the overall transition and
propose to complete the transition away from per-minute rates consistent with the
implementation of long-term CAF support, so that all subsidies necessary to serve an area are
explicit as part of whichever long-term CAF funding mechanism is adopted. We seek
comment on the glide path to this end point.

43. As ICC rates decrease, we propose to adopt a mechanism for recovery, where necessary,
which may include explicit universal service support and reasonable end-user charges. In so doing, we
recognize that ICC revenues today remain an implicit subsidy for certain carriers, and we seek comment
on how to structure the recovery mechanism to provide certainty and predictability during the transition.
We also seek comment on how to structure this mechanism consistent with limiting burdens on
consumers and constraining the size of the CAF.

44. By modernizing our policies for a broadband world and reducing the underlying
incentives for wasteful arbitrage, we believe these reforms will promote investment in IP facilities and
free up valuable resources, provide certainty and ultimately encourage new broadband investment and
innovation.

III. ROLE OF INTERCARRIER COMPENSATION AND UNIVERSAL SERVICE
PROGRAMS

45. Intercarrier compensation and universal service have long been intertwined. Historically,
both universal service policies and intercarrier compensation policies worked in tandem to enable
companies to provide affordable local phone service to residential consumers — which in some areas of
the country requires recovery of network costs from sources other than those residential end-user
customers.

46. Pre-AT&T Divestiture. A primary policy objective of regulators during the 20th century
was to promote universal service through affordable local telephone rates for residential customers. To
accomplish this objective, regulators created a patchwork of implicit subsidies. Thus, for example,
regulators permitted higher rates to business customers so that residential rates could be lower, and they
frequently required similar rates for urban and rural customers, even though the cost of serving rural
customers was higher.”” Similarly, AT&T*® was permitted to charge artificially high long-distance toll
rates, and then shared a portion of these interstate revenues with independent telephone companies and
AT&T’s Bell Operating Companies (BOCs).”” These high long-distance rates enabled regulators to
promote universal service through lower residential rates for the BOCs and independent local telephone
companies.

7 See, e.g., Jonathan E. Nuechterlein & Philip J. Weiser, Digital Crossroads: American Telecommunications Policy
in the Internet Age 1015 (2007) (Digital Crossroads).

% See AT&T, A Brief History: Origins, http://www.corp.att.com/history/history1.html (last visited Feb. 9, 2011).

 The sharing of revenues was known as the “settlements” process and was a major source of support for small rural
companies, in some cases representing as much as 85% of certain costs allocated to the interstate jurisdiction. See
Gerald W. Brock, The Second Information Revolution 188 (2003).
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47. Access Charges and Universal Service. Following the divestiture of AT&T, the
Commission created access charges to provide intercarrier payments from long distance companies to
local companies.” In conjunction with access charges, the Commission introduced flat-rated, per-line
monthly charges for end users, known as the subscriber line charge or SLC, to enable carriers to recover
some of the costs of their network.”

48. Access charges require a long distance carrier to pay both the originating local carrier and
the terminating local carrier a per-minute rate to originate and terminate the call (e.g., when a consumer in
Philadelphia places a call to Miami, the consumer’s long distance carrier pays access charges to both the
originating carrier in Philadelphia and the terminating carrier in Miami). > The access charge rules
enabled local carriers to recover their historical costs, including common network costs and overhead,*
from long distance carriers. These intercarrier payments were one means by which local telephone
companies were able to keep residential rates low by recovering some of their network costs from other
carriers rather than the telephone companies’ own customers.>

49, Also in the 1980s, the Commission created what was then known as the Universal
Service Fund, or high-cost assistance fund, using its Title I authority to promote and preserve universal
service.”® Historically, through the separations process, incumbent telephone companies have been
required to separate their costs and revenues between the intrastate and interstate jurisdictions.”” The
Universal Service Fund effectively shifted cost recovery for a portion of loop costs from the intrastate
jurisdiction to the interstate jurisdiction. In addition, the Commission provided support for switching
costs for smaller carriers, enabling those companies to assign a greater portion of local switching costs
from the intrastate jurisdiction to the interstate jurisdiction. And, in the early 1990s, the Commission
began moving away from traditional rate-of-return regulation of the interstate switched and special access
rates——of the Bell Operating Companies and GTE, moving to a form of incentive regulation, known as

%% In 1974, the Department of Justice filed an antitrust lawsuit against AT&T, which ultimately led to AT&T’s
divestiture under the Modification of Final Judgment (MFJ). See United States v. AT&T, 552 F. Supp. 131 (D.D.C.
1982), aff’d sub nom. Maryland v. United States, 460 U.S. 1001 (1983). The 1982 consent decree, as entered by the
court, was called the Modification of Final Judgment because it modified a 1956 Final Judgment against AT&T
stemming from a 1949 antitrust lawsuit.

31 MTS and WATS Market Structure, CC Docket No. 78-72, Memorandum Opinion and Order, 97 FCC 2d 682, 683,
para. 2 (1983).

*2 The Commission initially limited the SLC to $1.00. See 1983 Access Charge Order, 93 FCC 2d at 253, para. 35;
see also id. at 243, para. 4. The Commission also permitted the remaining interstate loop costs to be recovered
through a per-minute charge, known as the carrier common line charge, imposed on long distance carriers. See
Access Charge Reform Order, 12 FCC Rcd at 15992, para. 24. Under the current Commission rules, SLCs are
subject to caps based on whether the line is: (a) a primary residential or single-line business line; (b) a non-primary
residential line; or (c) a multi-line business or Centrex line. For price cap and rate-of-return carriers, the current
SLC cap for residential and single-line business lines is $6.50, 47 C.F.R. §§ 69.104(n)(1)(ii)(C):
69.152(d)(1)(ii)(DO, and the current SLC cap for multi-line business and Centrex lines is $9.20, 47 C.F.R.

§§ 69.104(0)(1)(1): 69.152(k)(1)(i). Price cap carriers currently also have a SLC cap of $7.00 for non-primary
residential lines, 47 C.F.R. § 69.152(e)(1)(i).

*3 The Commission regulates the rates for interstate access charges (paid on long distance calls that cross state lines),
and states regulate the rates for intrastate access charges (paid on long distance calls within a state).

3% See 47 C.F.R. §§ 69.301-.502; see also Policy and Rules Concerning Rates for Dominant Carriers, CC Docket
No. 87-313, Second Report and Order, 5 FCC Red 6786, 6787, para. 1 (1990) (LEC Price Cap Order). The rate-of-
return regulations are set forth in Part 69 of our rules. See generally 47 C.F.R. §§ 69.1-701.

3 See, e.g., Digital Crossroads 10—15.
%47 U.S.C. §§ 151, 152(a), 154()).

37 See, e.g., 47 C.F.R. Part 36. In the 1980’s, the Commission adopted a rule allocating a fixed amount—25%—of
loop cost to the interstate jurisdiction. See 47 C.F.R. § 36.154(c).
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price caps, that was designed to replicate some of the efficiency incentives found in competitive
markets.*®

50. Telecommunications Act of 1996-Today. In the Telecommunications Act of 1996,
Congress enacted section 254, which provides that consumers in all regions of the nation, including rural,
insular, and high-cost areas, should have access to telecommunications and information services at rates
that are “reasonably comparable” to those services and charges provided in urban areas.”” This codified
the Commission’s long-standing universal service policy and led to changes in the high-cost fund that
existed at the time. In particular, section 254(b) directs, among other things, that there should be
“specific, predictable and sufficient Federal and State mechanisms to preserve and advance universal
service,” and access to advanced telecommunications and information services should be provided in all
regions of the nation.*

51. The Commission initially implemented the provisions of section 254 in 1997, and
preserved the universal service programs that pre-dated the 1996 Act, while concluding that the level of
universal service support should be determined based on forward-looking economic costs. The
Commission subsequently developed a forward-looking cost model to determine support amounts for the
provision of voice service by the largest incumbent telephone companies, primarily the Bell Operating
Companies. These carriers continue to receive support determined by this model today.

52. Smaller incumbent carriers operating under rate-of-return regulation at the federal level
continued to receive universal service support based on their historical costs, rather than the forward-
looking cost model. In 2001, the Commission adopted a five-year plan to maintain the existing high-cost
loop support program, with some modifications, for the more than 1,000 smaller carriers that operate in
rural areas.*' In that order, the Commission also adopted what has become known as the “no barriers to
advanced services” policy, which permits rate-of-return carriers to upgrade their facilities to modern
networks, and continue to receive support based on their historical investment (actual or an average
derived from other small companies).” This no-barriers policy, coupled with the decision to retain
support based on historical costs, has allowed smaller companies to largely finance network upgrades to
provide high speed Internet access and, increasingly, video services, in many communities.

53. With respect to intercarrier compensation, the 1996 Act did not displace the existing
access charge system,” but did introduce another mechanism, known as “reciprocal compensation,”
through which local carriers compensate each other for the exchange of traffic. In particular, section
251(b)(5) of the 1996 Act imposed on all LECs a “duty to establish reciprocal compensation

3#Ppolicy and Rules Concerning Rates for Dominant Carriers, CC Docket No. 87-313, Second Report and Order, 5
FCC Red 6786, 6818-20, paras. 257-79 (1990).

¥ 47 U.S.C. § 254(b)(3).
Y47 U.S.C. § 251(b)(5).

! Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Multi-Association Group (MAG) Plan for
Regulation of Interstate Services of Non-Price Cap Incumbent Local Exchange Carriers and Interexchange
Carriers, CC Docket No. 00-256, Fourteenth Report and Order, Twenty-Second Order on Reconsideration, and
Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking in CC Docket No. 96-45, and Report and Order in CC Docket No. 00-256,
16 FCC Red 11244 (2001) (Rural Task Force Order). Although the Commission originally intended that the rules
adopted in the Rural Task Force Order would remain in place for five years, in 2006 the Commission extended
those rules until such time that it “adopts new high-cost support rules for rural carriers.” Federal-State Joint Board
on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, High-Cost Universal Service Support, WC Docket No. 05-337, Order,
21 FCC Red 5514, 5515, para. 2 (2006).

* Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11322, para. 199 (“[O]ur universal service policies should not
inadvertently create barriers to the provision of access to advanced services.”).

B47US.C. §251(g).
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arrangements for the transport and termination of telecommunications.” For example, reciprocal
compensation would apply to calls that begin and end within the same local calling area, such as when a
customer of one local telephone company makes a call to a customer of a different local telephone
company in the same calling area. As a result, a provider delivering a call to a local carrier pays a
different per-minute rate based on whether the call originated across state lines (interstate access,
regulated by the Commission), within the state (intrastate access, governed by state law and typically
higher than interstate rates), or within the local calling area (reciprocal compensation, rates which are
either negotiated by the parties, or set by states using a Commission methodology).

54. Since 1996, the Commission has made incremental efforts to modify the intercarrier
compensation regime to reflect technological and marketplace changes in the telecommunications
network, but the last intercarrier compensation reform occurred a decade ago in the 2000 CALLS Order
and 2001 MAG Order, when the Commission reduced certain interstate access charges for the larger,
price cap carriers and rate-of-return carriers respectively. Both orders permitted local carriers to offset the
interstate access rate reductions through an increase in SLCs and also created two new offsetting funding
vehicles within the universal service fund: Interstate Access Support for price cap carriers,” and Interstate
Common Line Support for rate-of-return carriers.*® Although the high-cost program increased in size as a
result of the creation of these programs, consumers also typically saw reductions in their long distance
phone bills during this time period.”” Similarly, a handful of states have taken steps to reduce intrastate
access rates and realign local residential rates with costs, ** but the majority of states have not
comprehensively reformed intrastate access charges, and continue to maintain intrastate access charges

“47U.8.C. § 251(b)(5).

¥ See Access Charge Reform, Price Cap Performance Review for Local Exchange Carriers, CC Docket Nos. 96-
262 and 94-1, Sixth Report and Order, Low-Volume Long-Distance Users, CC Docket No. 99-249, Report and
Order, Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Eleventh Report and Order, 15 FCC
Red 12962, 13046-49, paras. 201-05 (2000) (CALLS Order) (establishing a “$650 million interstate access
universal service support mechanism”), aff’d in part, rev’d in part, and remanded in part, Texas Office of Public
Util. Counsel et al. v. FCC, 265 F.3d 313 (5th Cir. 2001) (subsequent history omitted) (TOPUC). The price cap
companies included the Bell Operating Companies, as well as some of the operating companies of the mid-size
incumbent telephone companies.

* Multi-Association Group (MAG) Plan for Regulation of Interstate Services of Non-Price Cap Incumbent Local
Exchange Carriers and Interexchange Carriers, Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, Access Charge
Reform for Incumbent Local Exchange Carriers Subject to Rate-of-Return Regulation, Prescribing the Authorized
Rate of Return for Interstate Services of Local Exchange Carriers, CC Docket Nos. 96-45, 98-77, 98-166, 00-256,
Second Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking Fifteenth Report and Order in CC Docket No.
96-45, and Report and Order in CC Docket Nos. 98-77 and 98-166, 16 FCC Red 19613, at 19617, para. 3 (2001)
(MAG Order). The rate-of-return carriers included many smaller companies and cooperatives that typically have
fewer than 10,000 access lines in a study area.

7 See Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competition Bureau , Reference Book of Rates, Price
Indices, and Household Expenditures for Telephone Service, at Chart 2 (Consumer Price Indices for Toll Service
Since 1984) (2008) (2008 Reference Book of Rates).

® See, e.g., BA-WV’s Intrastate Access Charges, Case No. 00-0318-T-GI, Commission Order, 2001 WL 935643
(West Virginia PSC June 1, 2001) (ordering that “the traffic-sensitive intrastate access charges of Verizon-WV shall
be modified to mirror the interstate rate structure and rate elements™); Tariff Filing of BellSouth
Telecommunications, Inc to Mirror Interstate Rates, Case No. 98-065, Order (Kentucky PSC Mar. 31, 1999)
(requiring BellSouth “to eliminate the state-specific Non-Traffic Sensitive Revenue Requirement . . . , thus moving
its aggregate intrastate switched access rate to the FCC’s ‘CALLS’ interstate rate”); Establishment of Carrier-to-
Carrier Rules, Case No. 06-1344-TP-ORD, Order, 2007 WL 3023991 (Ohio PUC Oct. 17, 2007) (“[T]his
Commission requires ILECs to mirror their interstate switched access rate on the intrastate side . . . .”). See also
Letter from Brian J. Benison, AT&T, to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, CC Docket No. 01-92; WC Docket No.
05-337; GN Docket No. 09-51, Attachs. 1 & 2 (filed Oct. 25, 2010) (AT&T Oct. 25, 2010 Ex Parte Letter)
(describing access reforms in various states).
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that far exceed interstate charges, with some intrastate access charges in excess of 13 cents per minute.*
These high intrastate intercarrier rates have enabled local residential rates to remain artificially low in
some areas, such as $8 or less.*

Iv. LEGAL AUTHORITY TO SUPPORT BROADBAND

55. In this section, we propose to adopt a new principle for universal service policies,
recently recommended by the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service (Joint Board), “that
universal service support should be directed where possible to networks that provide advanced services,
as well as voice services.”' We then discuss a threshold legal issue: the Commission’s authority to
provide universal service support for broadband under both the current high-cost program and the CAF.
We believe we have the necessary authority, and we seek comment on this analysis.

56. Section 254 of the Act governs administration of universal service programs. Section
254(b) requires the Commission to “base policies for the preservation and advancement of universal
service” on six enumerated principles.”” Two key principles provide that “[a]ccess to advanced
telecommunications and information services should be provided in all regions of the Nation,”* and that
“[c]onsumers in all regions of the Nation, including low-income consumers and those in rural, insular,
and high-cost areas, should have access to telecommunications and information services, including . . .
advanced telecommunications and information services, that are reasonably comparable to those services
provided in urban areas.”* In section 706 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, Congress likewise
directed the Commission to “encourage the deployment on a reasonable and timely basis of advanced
telecommunications capability to all Americans.”® Section 254(b) further provides that “[q]uality
services should be available at just, reasonable, and affordable rates,”” and that universal service

* See, e.g., Letter from Joe A. Douglas, Vice President, Government Relations, NECA, to Marlene H. Dortch,
Secretary, FCC, CC Docket Nos. 96-45, 80-286, Attach. (filed Dec. 29, 2010) (NECA Dec. 29, 2010 Ex Parte
Letter);

30 See, e. 2., AT&T Oct. 25,2010 Ex Parte Letter, Attach. 3 (showing the range of incumbent LEC residential local
rates); Comments of The Oregon Telecommunications Association and The Washington Independent
Telecommunications Association, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51 (filed July 12, 2010),
Table 5 (showing local rates for independent telephone companies in the states of Washington and Oregon that are
both above and below the nationwide average local rate of $15.62).

*! Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Lifeline and Link Up, WC Docket No. 03-
109, Recommended Decision, 25 FCC Red 15598, 15625, para. 75 (Joint Board 2010) (Joint Board 2010
Recommended Decision).

247 U.S.C. § 254(b)(1)-(6).

3 1d. § 254(b)(2).

M Id. § 254(b)(3).

> Pub. L. No. 104-104, 110 Stat. 56, § 706, codified at 47 U.S.C. § 1302.

647 U.S.C. § 1302(a). Section 706 defines “advanced telecommunications capability” as “high-speed, switched,
broadband telecommunications capability.” Id. § 1302(d)(1); see also National Broadband Plan for our Future,
Notice of Inquiry, 24 FCC Rcd 4342, 4309, App. para. 13 (2009) (“advanced telecommunications capability”
includes broadband Internet access); Inquiry Concerning the Deployment of Advanced Telecomms. Capability to All
Americans in a Reasonable and Timely Fashion, CC Docket No. 98-146, Report, 14 FCC Rcd 2398, 2400, para. 1
(1999) (Section 706 addresses “the deployment of broadband capability”), 2406, para. 20 (same). Although the
Communications Act does not define “advanced telecommunications and information services,” the Commission
has observed that the phrase is similar to the term “advanced telecommunications capability” in Section 706. See
Rural Health Care Support Mechanism, WC Docket No. 02-60, Order, 21 FCC Red 11111, 11113 n.9 (20006).

747 U.S.C. § 254(b)(1).
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mechanisms “should be specific [and] predictable.”® Section 254(b) is not merely aspirational—it directs
that universal service “shall” be based on these principles. “This language indicates a mandatory duty on
the FCC,”’ and reflects “congressional intent to delegate difficult policy choices to the Commission’s
discretion.”® We may balance these principles to achieve statutory objectives, but may not depart from
them altogether to achieve some other goal.®’

57. Section 254(c) defines “universal service” as “an evolving level of telecommunications
services that the Commission shall establish periodically under this section, taking into account advances
in telecommunications and information technologies and services.” The Joint Board may “recommend
to the Commission modifications in the definition of the services that are supported by Federal universal
service support mechanisms,”® and has recommended that broadband “should be eligible for support
under Section 254.”°* Section 254(e) provides that “only an eligible telecommunications carrier
designated under section 214(e) of this title shall be eligible to receive specific Federal universal service
support,”® and also states that universal service support “should be explicit and sufficient.”® Section 254
provides no particular methodology for determining the amount of universal service support or for
distributing support.

A. Additional Section 254(b) Principle

S8. In November 2010, the Joint Board recommended adoption of a principle “that universal
service support should be directed where possible to networks that provide advanced services, as well as
voice services.”” The Joint Board found that “[s]uch a principle is consistent with section 254(b)(3) of
the Communications Act” and would serve the public interest.

59. We believe this principle strikes a reasonable balance between the goal of preserving and
advancing universal service as currently supported and the goal of increasing access to advanced
telecommunications and information services, and that it provides a beneficial clarification of federal
universal service objectives. We propose to adopt this principle pursuant to section 254(b)(7), and seek
comment on that proposal. If we adopt the proposed principle, how should we apply it with respect to the
other criteria in section 254?

¥ 1d. § 254(b)(5).
> Owest Corp. v. FCC, 258 F.3d 1191, 1200 (10™ Cir. 2001) (Qwest ).
0 Alenco Communications, Inc. v. FCC, 201 F.3d 608, 615 (5th Cir. 2000) (Alenco).

' Rural Cellular Ass’n v. FCC, 588 F.3d 1095, 1102-03 (D.C. Cir. 2009) (Rural Cellular); Owest I, 258 F.3d at
1199-1200.

0247 U.S.C. § 254(c)(1).
8 1d. § 254(c)(2).

o4 High- Cost Universal Service, WC Docket No. 05-337, Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC
Docket No. 96-45, Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Rcd 20477, 20492, para. 62 (Joint Board 2007) (Joint Board
2007 Recommended Decision).

9547 U.S.C. § 254(¢); see also id. § 214(e)(1) (“a common carrier designated as an eligible telecommunications
carrier . . . shall be eligible to receive universal service support in accordance with section 254”). Section 214(e)
governs designation of ETCs. 1d. § 214(e)(2)-(3), (6).

 1d. § 254(e).
87 Joint Board 2010 Recommended Decision, 25 FCC Red at 15625, para. 75.
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B. Commission Authority to Support Broadband

60. We have express statutory authority to extend universal service support to broadband
services that providers offer as telecommunications services.”® For the reasons set forth below, we
believe we also have authority to extend universal service support to broadband services offered as
information services under section 254, section 706 and/or our ancillary authority.” In any event, we
believe we have clear authority to condition awards of universal service support on a recipient’s
commitment to offer broadband service. We seek comment on these issues, as well as any other
approaches that would buttress our legal authority, including use of our section 10 forbearance authority.

1. Section 254

61. Some have suggested that section 254 is ambiguous regarding the Commission’s
authority to support broadband service, but that read as a whole, it may reasonably be interpreted to
authorize such support.”’ Section 254(b) requires the Commission to promote access to “advanced
telecommunications and information services,” which requires supporting broadband networks.”"
Although section 254(c)(1) defines “universal service” as “an evolving level of telecommunications
services,” Congress expressly contemplated that the definition will evolve over time based on “advances
in telecommunications and information technologies and services.””* Section 254(c)(2), which authorizes
the Joint Board to “recommend to the Commission modifications in the definition of the services that are
supported,”” does not explicitly limit the Joint Board to telecommunications services. The Joint Board in
2007 recommended that broadband be eligible for support, and in 2010 recommended that we adopt a
new principle that universal service support be “directed where possible to networks that provide
advanced services as well as voice services.”*

8 1d. § 254(c) (defining universal service as an evolving level of telecommunications services); see also Wireline
Broadband Order, 20 FCC Red at 14899-903, paras. 86-95. More than 800 incumbent local telephone companies
offer broadband transmission as a telecommunications service. See Comments of Organization for the Promotion
and Advancement of Small Telecommunications Companies, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 30-31 (June 8, 2009).

8 See Appropriate Regulatory Treatment for Broadband Access to the Internet Over Wireless Networks, WT Docket
No. 07-53, Declaratory Ruling, 22 FCC Red 5901 (2007); Appropriate Framework for Broadband Access to the
Internet Over Wireline Facilities, CC Docket Nos. 02-33, 01-337, 95-20, 98-10, WC Docket Nos. 04-242, 05-271,
Report and Order and Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 20 FCC Rcd 14853 (2005) (Wireline Broadband Order),
aff’d sub nom. Time Warner Telecom, Inc. v. FCC, 507 F.3d 205 (3d Cir. 2007); Inquiry Concerning High-Speed
Access to the Internet Over Cable & Other Facilities, GN Docket No. 00-185, CS Docket No. 02-52, Declaratory
Ruling and Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 17 FCC Rcd 4798 (2002), aff’d sub nom. Nat’l Cable & Telecomms.
Ass'n v. Brand X Internet Servs., 545 U.S. 967, 978 (2005). An “information service” is “the offering of a capability
for generating, acquiring, storing, transforming, processing, retrieving, utilizing, or making available information via
telecommunications, and includes electronic publishing, but does not include any use of any such capability for the
management, control, or operation of a telecommunications system or the management of a telecommunications
service.” 47 U.S.C. § 153(24).

70 See Letter from Gary L. Phillips, AT&T Services, Inc., to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket Nos.
09-51, 09-47, 09-137, WC Docket Nos. 05-337, 03-109, attachment at 1-5 (Jan. 29, 2010) (A4T&T USF White
Paper); Letter from Gary L. Phillips, AT&T Services, Inc., to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket Nos.
09-51, 09-137, WC Docket Nos. 05-337, 03-109, at 3 (April 12, 2010) (AT&T USF/Comcast Letter).

" AT&T USF White Paper at 3.
" Id.; 47 U.S.C. § 254(c)(1) (emphasis added).
" Id. § 254(c)(2) (emphasis added).

" Joint Board 2007 Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Red at 20492, para. 62; Joint Board 2010 Recommended
Decision, 25 FCC Red at 15625, para. 75; AT&T USF White Paper at 3-4; see also supra note 64 and accompanying
text.
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62. We seek comment on this analysis. Could we provide support to information service
providers consistent with section 254(e), which states that “only an eligible telecommunications carrier
designated under section 214(e) shall be eligible to receive specific Federal universal service support,””
and 214(e), which sets forth the framework for designating “telecommunications carrier[s] . . . eligible to
receive universal service support”?’® If not, under what mechanism could we designate and offer support
to information service providers? What role would the states play in designating eligible information
service providers? Would disbursement of support to information service providers comport with federal
appropriations laws?”” We seek comment on these and other pertinent issues.

63. In the event we interpret section 254 to authorize support of broadband, we also seek
comment on adding broadband to the supported services list. Before modifying the list of supported
services, the Commission must “consider the extent to which such telecommunications services—(1) are
essential to education, public health, or public safety; (2) have, through the operation of market choices
by customers, been subscribed to by a substantial majority of residential customers; (3) are being
deployed in public telecommunications networks by telecommunications carriers; and (4) are consistent
with the public interest, convenience, and necessity.””®

64. In 2007, the Joint Board also recommended that the Commission revise the definition of
supported services to include mobility.” The Joint Board concluded that both broadband and mobility
satisfied the four part criteria and should be eligible for federal universal service support.”’ We note that
the Joint Board also recommended that the Commission create separate designations for voice,
broadband, and mobility.81 In 2008, the Commission declined to act on the Joint Board’s
recommendation.®

65. The Commission currently requires ETCs to provide all of the supported services. If we
were to add broadband and/or mobility to the list of supported services, should we create separate
designations for each supported service (voice, broadband, and mobility) so that a provider does not need
to offer all of the supported services to be eligible for support, as the Joint Board recommended in 2007?

47 U.S.C. § 254(e).
" 1d. § 214(c).

7 See, e.g., U.S. CONST. art. I, § 9, cl. 7 (“[n]o money shall be drawn from the Treasury, but in consequence of
Appropriations made by law”); 31 U.S.C. § 1301 (“[a]ppropriations shall be applied only to the objects for which
the appropriations were made except as otherwise provided by law”); 31 U.S.C. § 1341(a)(1) (prohibiting an officer
or employee of the federal government from making or authorizing “an expenditure or obligation exceeding an
amount available in an appropriation or fund for the expenditure or obligation,” or involving the government in an
“obligation for the payment of money before an appropriation is made unless authorized by law”); 31 U.S.C.

§ 3302(b) (“an official or agent of the Government receiving money for the Government from any source shall
deposit the money in the Treasury as soon as practicable without deduction for any charge or claim”).

" 1d.

7 See Joint Board 2007 Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Red at 20491-94, paras. 55-68
%0 See id.

81 See Joint Board 2007 Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Red at 20494, para. 69.

82 See High-Cost Universal Service Support, WC Docket No. 05-337, Federal-State Joint Board on Universal
Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Lifeline and Link Up, WC Docket No. 03-109, Universal Service Contribution
Methodology, WC Docket No. 06-122, Numbering Resource Optimization, CC Docket No. 99-200, Implementation
of the Local Competition Provisions in the Telecommunications Act of 1996, CC Docket No. 96-98, Developing a
Unified Intercarrier Compensation Regime, CC Docket No. 01-92, Intercarrier Compensation for ISP-Bound
Traffic, CC Docket No. 99-68, IP-Enabled Services, WC Docket No. 04-36, Order on Remand and Report and
Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 24 FCC Rcd 6475 ,6495, para. 37 (2008) (2008 Order and
ICC/USF FNPRM), aff’d Core Communications, Inc. v. FCC, 592 F.3d 139 (D.C. Cir. 2010); cert denied, 131 S. Ct.
597,626 (2010).
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We seek comment on this proposal.* We also ask what would be the impact of such an approach on
Lifeline providers, who today also are required to offer all supported services.*

2. Section 706

606. As noted, section 706(a) of the 1996 Act directs the Commission “to encourage the
deployment on a reasonable and timely basis of advanced telecommunications capability to all Americans
... by utilizing . . . methods that remove barriers to infrastructure investment.”® Section 706(b) directs
the Commission to undertake annual inquiries concerning the availability of advanced
telecommunications capability to all Americans and requires that, if the Commission finds that such
capability is not being deployed in a reasonable and timely fashion, it “shall take immediate action to
accelerate deployment of such capability by removing barriers to infrastructure investment and by
promoting competition in the telecommunications market.”® In July 2010, a majority of the Commission
concluded that “broadband deployment to a// Americans is not reasonable and timely” and noted that
“[a]s a consequence of that conclusion” section 706(b) was triggered.”’

67. We seek comment on whether sections 706(a) and (b), alone or in concert with sections
254 and 214(e), grant us authority to provide universal service support for broadband information
services. The D.C. Circuit has concluded that “[t]he general and generous phrasing of § 706 means that
the FCC possesses significant, albeit not unfettered, authority and discretion to settle on the best
regulatory or deregulatory approach to broadband.”® We believe that providing universal service support
for broadband would “remove barriers to infrastructure investment” by supplying financial incentives to
invest in areas where it may otherwise be uneconomic to do so. We seek comment on this issue. Would
providing support for broadband information services under section 706 be inconsistent with the
definition of universal service in section 254(c) or the limitation of support to ETCs in section 254(e)? If
we act pursuant to section 706 alone, would we have authority to collect universal service contributions
and disburse them to eligible recipients under the current universal service mechanisms, or should we
develop a separate mechanism under our section 706 authority? Would the collection and disbursement
of funds comport with federal appropriations laws?* What criteria should we use to determine who is
eligible to receive support? What role should states play? We seek comment on these and other relevant
issues.

3. Title I Ancillary Authority

68. Section 1 of the Communications Act states that Congress created the Commission “[f]or
the purpose of regulating interstate and foreign commerce in communication by wire and radio so as to

%3 We note that, as discussed in the Mobility Fund NPRM, we have proposed to provide support for the expansion of
advanced mobile wireless networks capable of providing broadband without adding broadband and/or mobility to
the list of support services.

% The Lifeline and Link Up programs reimburse telephone companies for discounts provided to eligible low-income
customers on initial service installation (Link Up) and their monthly bill for local telephone service (Lifeline).
Together, the Lifeline and Link Up programs help consumers who might not otherwise be able to afford phone
service. We will address reform of the Lifeline and Link Up programs in a separate proceeding.

$547U.8.C. § 1302(a). See also Preserving the Open Internet, GN Docket No. 09-191, Broadband Industry
Practices, WC Docket No. 07-52, Report and Order, FCC 10-201, at para. 119 (rel. Dec. 23, 2010) (Preserving the
Open Internet Order).

% 47 U.S.C. § 1302(b) (emphasis added).
87 Sixth Broadband Deployment Report, 25 FCC Red at 9558, paras. 2-3.
% Ad Hoc Telecom. Users Comm. v. FCC, 572 F.3d 903, 906-07 (D.C. Cir. 2009).

% See supra note 77 (discussing federal appropriations law).
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make available, so far as possible, to all the people of the United States, . . . Nation-wide, and world-wide
wire and radio communication service with adequate facilities at reasonable charges.” Section 2 grants
the Commission jurisdiction over “all interstate and foreign communication by wire or radio,”" and
section 4(i) authorizes the Commission to “perform any and all acts, make such rules and regulations, and
issue such orders, not inconsistent with this Act, as may be necessary in the execution of its functions.””
When the Commission created the high-cost universal service program in 1984,” it relied upon these
provisions in Title I, and its decision was affirmed by the D.C. Circuit.’* More recently, however, in
Comcast Corp. v. FCC, the D.C. Circuit concluded that its prior decision rested not on Title I alone, but
sub silentio “on the fact that creation of the [pre-1996 Act] Universal Service Fund was ancillary to the
Commission’s Title II responsibility to set reasonable interstate rates.””

69. We seek comment on whether the Commission could rely on its ancillary authority to
support broadband information services. Would providing support for broadband be reasonably ancillary
to the Commission’s statutory responsibilities under section 254(b), which imposes “a mandatory duty on
the FCC™ to base universal service policies on promotion of access to advanced telecommunications and
information services throughout the nation?’’ Similarly, would supporting broadband be reasonably
ancillary to section 706 as a “specific delegation of legislative authority™® to encourage deployment of
advanced telecommunications capability to all Americans?” We seek comment on whether these
provisions or others provide a sufficient statutory basis for exercising ancillary authority. As with other
theories described above, we also seek comment on what criteria should be used to designate eligible
recipients, and on who should perform the designations. We also seek comment on whether adopting the
competitive bidding process in the first phase of the CAF and permanent CAF programs pursuant to our
ancillary authority would be consistent with federal appropriations laws.'” We invite comment on these
and any other relevant issues.

4. Conditional Support

70. We believe the Commission also has authority to direct high-cost or CAF support toward
broadband-capable networks by conditioning awards of universal service support on a recipient’s
commitment to offer broadband service alongside supported voice services. Under the “no barriers”
policy, the Commission has long authorized rural carriers receiving high-cost loop support “to invest in
infrastructure capable of providing access to advanced services” as well as supported voice services.'"'
“[R]ecogniz[ing] that the network is an integrated facility that may be used to provide both supported and

P47 U.S.C. § 151.
oV Id. § 152(a).
2 Id. § 154(i).

% Amendment of Part 67 of the Commission's Rules and Establishment of a Joint Board, Decision and Order, CC
Docket No. 80-286, Decision and Order, 96 FCC 2d 781, 795 (1984).

% Rural Tel. Coalition v. FCC, 838 F.2d 1307, 1315 (D.C. Cir. 1988).

% Comcast Corp. v. FCC, 600 F.3d 642, 656 (D.C. Cir. 2010).

% Owest 1, 258 F.3d at 1200.

947 U.S.C. § 254(b)(2), (3). See also AT&T USF White Paper at 5-13; AT&T USF/Comcast Letter at 1-3.
% Preserving the Open Internet Order, FCC 10-201, at para. 122.

%47 U.8.C. § 706(a), (b).

19 See supra note 77 (discussing federal appropriations law).

1 Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11322, para. 200 (2001).
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non-supported services,” we have concluded that the no barriers policy furthers “the Congressional goal
of ensuring access to advanced telecommunications and information services throughout the nation.”'*

71. We believe requiring carriers receiving high-cost or CAF support to invest in modern
broadband-capable networks would be a logical extension of this policy. Nothing in section 254 prohibits
the Commission from conditioning the receipt of support, and the Commission has imposed conditions in
the past.'” Similarly, both the states and the Commission may impose eligibility conditions as part of the
ETC designation process under section 214(e).'* Today, we require telecommunications carriers seeking
ETC designation from the Commission to demonstrate not only compliance with the requirements of
section 214(e)(1), but also, among other things, that they have the ability to remain functional in
emergency situations and that they will satisfy consumer protection and service quality standards.
Requiring recipients of support to offer broadband service would be fully consistent with and promote
Congress’s overall objectives as stated in sections 254(b) and 706.'" We see no reason why conditioning
the receipt of support on offering broadband is not permissible under the Commission’s general authority
to promulgate general rules related to universal service. We invite comment on this approach.

105

5. Other Approaches

72. Forbearance. Section 10 of the Communications Act provides that the Commission
“shall forbear from applying any regulation or provision of this Act to a telecommunications carrier or
telecommunications service, or class of telecommunications carriers or telecommunications services,” if
enforcement of the provision is not necessary to protect consumers or to ensure that telecommunications
carriers’ charges and practices are just and reasonable, and forbearance is in the public interest.'”” We
seek comment on whether we should exercise our forbearance authority, alone or in combination with any
of the theories described above, to facilitate use of funding to support broadband information services.
For example, could we forbear from applying section 254(c)(1), which defines universal service as an
evolving level of telecommunications services? Could we likewise forbear from applying sections 254(e)
and 214(e), which restrict universal service support to ETCs? Are the statutory criteria for forbearance
from these provisions met? Are there any other provisions from which we should forbear? If we grant
forbearance, may we adopt rules that are broader than the statutory provisions? We seek comment on
these issues.

192 Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order and Order on Reconsideration, 18
FCC Red 15090, 15095-15096, para. 13 (2003).

19 For example, the Commission requires ETCs to certify that universal service support will be used only for the
facilities and services for which the support is intended as a condition of receiving support. 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.313(a)-
(b), 54.314(a)-(b) (federal high-cost support “shall only be provided to the extent” the requisite certification is
provided). Also, the Commission previously considered imposing service quality and technical conditions on the
receipt of high cost support, but concluded that the conditions were not warranted at that time. See Federal-State
Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Report and Order, 12 FCC Red 8776, 8831, para. 98
(1997) (Universal Service First Report and Order) (subsequent history omitted).

1% See Texas Office of Public Utility Counsel v. FCC, 183 F.3d 393, 417-18 (5th Cir. 1999) (TOPUC) (states may
impose additional eligibility requirements on a carrier seeking support); Federal-State Joint Board on Universal
Service, CC Docket No. 96-46, Report and Order, 20 FCC Red 6371 (2005) (ETC Designation Report and Order);
see also Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, Virginia Cellular LLC, CC Docket No. 96-45,
Memorandum Opinion and Order, 19 FCC Red 1563, 1584 n.141 (2004) (“nothing in section 214(e)(6) prohibits the
Commission from imposing additional conditions on ETCs when such designations fall under our jurisdiction”).

195 ETC Designation Report and Order, 20 FCC Red at 6372, para. 2
1% 47 U.S.C. §§ 254(b)(2)-(3), 1302(a).

747 U.S.C. § 160(a). In making its public interest determination, the Commission must also consider whether
forbearance from enforcing a provision will promote competitive market conditions. /d. § 160(b).
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73. Classifying Interconnected VoIP. We also invite comment on whether we should
consider classifying interconnected voice over Internet protocol as a telecommunications service or an
information service. If the Commission were to classify interconnected VoIP as a telecommunications
service, this would enable the Commission to support networks used to provide interconnected VolP,
including broadband networks. To date, the Commission has not classified interconnected VoIP service
as either an information service or a telecommunications service. The Commission has, however,
extended certain obligations to providers of such service, including local number portability,'” 911
emergency calling capability,'” universal service contribution,''® CPNI protection,'" disability access
and TRS contribution requirements,''* and section 214 discontinuance obligations.'” We seek comment
on this issue. Does interconnected VoIP have characteristics that warrant classifying it as a
telecommunications service or an information service?''* If the Commission classified interconnected
VolIP as a telecommunications service, should we forbear from applying any provisions in Title II to the
service? We request comment.

74. We invite parties to comment on these and any other legal theories that they believe will
provide a sound legal basis for providing universal service support for broadband.

V. SETTING AMERICA ON A PATH OF REFORM

75. As a critical first step for reform, we propose strategic priorities for the program. In light
of changes in technology and the marketplace, we also propose to re-examine the requirements for
eligible telecommunications carriers and to update and modernize the public interest obligations of fund
recipients.

1% Telephone Number Requirements for IP-Enabled Service Providers, WC Docket Nos. 07-243 & 244, Report and
Order, Declaratory Ruling, Order on Remand, and NPRM, 22 FCC Rcd 19531 (2007).

19 IP-Enabled Services, WC Docket Nos. 04-36 & 05-196, First Report and Order and NPRM, 20 FCC Red 10245
(2005), aff’d sub nom. Nuvio Corp. v. FCC, 473 F.3d 302 (D.C. Cir. 2007).

"0 Universal Service Contribution Methodology, WC Docket No. 06-122, Report and Order and NPRM, 21 FCC
Rcd 7518 (20006), pet. for review granted in part and denied in part sub nom. Vonage Holdings Corp. v. FCC, 489
F.3d 1232 (D.C. Cir. 2007).

" Implementation of the Telecommunications Act of 1996: Telecommunications Carriers’ Use of Customer
Proprietary Network Information and Other Customer Information, CC Docket No. 96-115, WC Docket No. 04-36,
Report and Order and FNPRM, 22 FCC Red 6927 (2007), aff’d sub nom. Nat’l Cable & Telecomms. Ass'n v. FCC,
555 F.3d 996 (D.C. Cir. 2009).

"2 IP_Enabled Services, Implementation of Sections 255 and 251(a)(2) of the Communications Act of 1934, as
enacted by the Telecommunications Act of 1996, WC Docket No. 04-36, Report and Order, 22 FCC Red 11275
(2007).

'3 IP-Enabled Services, WC Docket No. 04-36, Report and Order, 24 FCC Red 6039 (2009).

14 See, e.g., NARUC 2008 ICC/USF FNPRM Comments at 13-16 (arguing for a “telecommunications service”
classification); NECA 2008 ICC/USF FNPRM Comments at 29-37 (same); CTIA 2008 ICC/USF FNPRM
Comments at 23-24 (arguing for an “information service” classification); Global Crossing 2008 ICC/USF FNPRM
Comments at 6-8 (same); USTelecom 2008 ICC/USF FNPRM Comments at 8 (same). See also IP Enabled
Services, WC Docket No. 04-36, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 19 FCC Red 4863, 4886, para. 35 (2004) (seeking
comment on what regulatory scheme the Commission should apply to IP-enabled services). A “telecommunications
service” is “the offering of telecommunications for a fee directly to the public, or to such classes of users as to be
effectively available directly to the public, regardless of the facilities used.” 47 U.S.C. § 153(53). An “information
service” is “the offering of a capability for generating, acquiring, storing, transforming, processing, retrieving,
utilizing, or making available information via telecommunications, and includes electronic publishing, but does not
include any use of any such capability for the management, control, or operation of a telecommunications system or
the management of a telecommunications service.” Id. § 153(24).

4582



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

A. National Goals and Priorities for Universal Service

76. As we embark on a path to modernize USF, we seek comment on national goals and
priorities for the high-cost program, consistent with our key statutory obligations and recommendations of
the Joint Board.

77. We are guided in the first instance by the Act. As described in the legal authority
discussion above, section 254(b) of the Act sets forth principles that the Commission must follow in
creating policies to preserve and advance universal service. The principles that are directly relevant to the
operation and size of the high-cost program are found in section 254(b)(1)-(3) and (b)(5).'" Section
254(b)(1) specifies that services “be available at just, reasonable, and affordable rates.”''® Section
254(b)(2) specifies that “[a]ccess to advanced telecommunications services and information services
should be provided in all regions of the Nation.” Section 254(b)(3) specifies that “[c]onsumers in all
regions of the Nation, including low-income consumers and those in rural, insular, and high cost areas,
should have access to telecommunications and information services, that are reasonably comparable to
those services provided in urban areas” and “at rates that are reasonably comparable to rates charged for
similar services in urban areas.”''” And section 254(b)(5) specifies that federal and state mechanisms
“should be specific, predictable and sufficient . . . to preserve and advance universal service.”'"®

78. We recognize that service providers commonly pass through universal service
contribution costs to their customers, and that providing support for broadband may therefore implicate
the principle in section 254(b)(1) that services should be affordable.'”’ We note that federal courts have
held that the Commission has broad discretion in balancing the principles in section 254(b),'* and have
specifically upheld prior Commission decisions adopting cost control mechanisms."*' We propose below
various cost control mechanisms that are designed to minimize the burden on consumers. We seek
comment on whether our proposals strike the right balance between the imperatives to promote access to
broadband services in all areas and to maintain affordable rates for services.

15 As we discussed in the Qwest II Remand Order, the Commission has never “attempt[ed] to fully address each
universal service principle in section 254(b) through each support mechanism. Nor is there any indication that
Congress intended each principle to be fully addressed by each separate support mechanism. The Commission
believes that any determination about whether the Commission has adequately implemented section 254 must look
at the cumulative effect of the four support programs, acting together.” High-Cost Universal Service Support
Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, WC Docket No. 05-337, Joint Petition of the Wyoming Public
Service Commission and the Wyoming Office of Consumer Advocate for Supplemental Federal Universal Service
Funds for Customers of Wyoming’s Non-Rural Incumbent Local Exchange Carrier, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order on
Remand and Memorandum Opinion and Order, 25 FCC Red 4072, 4086, para. 26 (2010) (Qwest II Remand Order).

1647 U.S.C. § 254(b)(1).
747 U.S.C. § 254(b)(3).
1847 U.S.C. § 254(b)(5).

19 See Owest Communications Int’l Inc. v. FCC, 398 F.3d 1222, 1234 (10" Cir. 2005) (QOwest II) (“excessive
subsidization arguably may affect the affordability of telecommunications services”); Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620
(“excess subsidization in some cases may detract from universal service by causing rates unnecessarily to rise,
thereby pricing some consumers out of the market”).

120 See Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1103 (“The Commission enjoys broad discretion when conducting exactly this
type of balancing.”); TOPUC, 183 F.3d at 434 (noting the Commission’s “considerable amount of discretion” in
balancing “the competing concerns set forth in § 254(b)”).

2L See Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1108; Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620-21.
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79. As noted above, the Joint Board has proposed that USF support broadband and mobile
services.'” In 2007, the Joint Board recommended that the Commission add broadband and mobility to
the list of services supported by federal universal service, and recommended that the Commission create
both a broadband fund and a mobility fund. At that time and more recently, however, the Joint Board also
has expressed concern about the size of the Fund.'” Other commenters have suggested that we cap or
reduce the size of the Fund.'**

80. Consistent with the statute and the Joint Board recommendations, we propose four
specific priorities for the federal universal service high-cost program. First, the program must preserve
and advance voice service. Even as we refocus USF to support broadband, we are committed to ensuring
that Americans have access to voice service, while recognizing that over time, such voice service could be
provided over broadband networks, both fixed and mobile. Second, we seek to ensure universal
deployment of modern networks capable of supporting necessary broadband applications as well as voice
service. This priority is directly tied to high-level goals for universal service reform—to ensure that all
Americans in all parts of the nation, including those in rural, insular, and high-cost areas, have access to
modern communications networks capable of supporting the necessary applications that empower them to
learn, work, prosper and innovate. These modern networks could employ both fixed and mobile
technologies. With respect to improving mobile coverage, we recognize the important role that mobility
can play in improving everyday lives of Americans as well as contributing to our public safety, national
economy and competitiveness. Third, the program must ensure that rates for broadband service are
reasonably comparable in all regions of the nation, and rates for voice service are reasonably comparable
in all regions of the nation. Availability of broadband and voice service by itself is not a sufficient goal.
We must also make sure that rates are reasonably comparable so that consumers have meaningful access
to these services. Fourth, we seek to limit the contribution burden on households. As we have
recognized in the past, “if the universal service fund grows too large, it will jeopardize other statutory
mandates, such as ensuring affordable rates in all parts of the country, and ensuring that contributions
from carriers are fair and equitable.”'*

81. We ask that commenters consider the reform proposals that follow in light of these
priorities. Are there additional or alternative priorities that we should consider? Should advancing the
deployment of mobile networks be its own independent priority? To the extent these four priorities, or
any others the Commission may adopt, may be in tension with each other, commenters should suggest
how we should prioritize them. We note that if additional funding were to be made available for

122 See Joint 2010 Board Recommended Decision, 25 FCC Red at 15625, para. 75 (stating that the Joint Board
believes it is appropriate for the USF to support networks that provide broadband service, in addition to voice
service); Joint Board 2007 Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Rcd at 20482, para. 12, 20483, para. 16 (proposing
funds to support broadband and mobile wireless services).

123 Joint Board 2010 Recommended Decision, 25 FCC Red at 15628, at paras. 84-85; Joint Board 2007
Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Red at 20484-85, paras. 24-26 (recommending an overall cap of $4.5 billion on
high cost funding).

124 See, e.g., Comments of American Cable Assoc., WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3
(filed July 12, 2010); Comments of Comcast Corp., WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3-4
(filed July 12, 2010); Comments of the Five MACRUC States of the Mid-Atlantic Conference of Regulatory Utility
Commissioners, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3-4 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of
National Cable & Telecommunications Assoc. (NCTA), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at
7-8 (filed July 12, 2010); NBP Comments at 6; Comments of the Public Utilities Commission of Ohio (Ohio PUC),
WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 24 (filed July 14, 2010); Comments of Verizon and
Verizon Wireless (Verizon), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3, 10-11 (filed July 12,
2010); Comments of Vonage Holding Corp. (Vonage), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3
(filed July 12, 2010); Comments of Windstream Communications, Inc. (Windstream), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-
337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 24 (July 12, 2010) (all supporting capping the high-cost fund).

12 Owest II Remand Order, 25 FCC Red at 4087, para. 28.
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advanced networks in rural America, that could accelerate reform and help ease potential tension among
these priorities.

82. We also request comment on how we should weigh other section 254(b) principles,
including the principle that universal service support should be competitively neutral,"*® which the
Commission adopted pursuant to section 254(b)(7).">’ We believe our proposal to support broadband is
competitively neutral because it will not unfairly advantage one provider over another or one technology
over another.'”® We invite comment on whether our proposals are technology neutral. We also seek
comment on whether our proposed reforms are consistent with the directive in section 254(b)(5) that
support “should be specific, predictable, and sufficient.”'*

83. We propose to periodically review whether we are making progress in addressing these
goals by measuring specific outcomes, as discussed in the Performance Goals section, below."*’ If we are
not, the Commission would consider corrective actions in future rulemakings so that we better achieve
our intended purposes.

B. Encouraging State Action To Advance Universal Service

84. As we undertake reform, we are mindful of the longstanding federal-state partnership for
universal service. We seek comment generally on the role of the states in preserving and advancing
universal service as we transition from the current programs to the Connect America Fund, and we seek
comment more specifically in the sections that follow on the role of states in advancing universal service
consistent with a national framework. We welcome the input of the state members of the Joint Board on
these and other important questions.

85. In section 254(f), Congress expressly permitted states to take action to preserve and
advance universal service, so long as not inconsistent with the Commission’s universal service rules."’
Federal law recognizes that individual states and territories play an important role in accomplishing
universal service goals."** Federal law charges states with the designation of carriers as ETCs,"* and it
authorizes states to maintain their own universal service funds.”** Additionally, section 706 of the 1996
Act directs “[t]he Commission and each State commission with regulatory jurisdiction over
telecommunications services” to “encourage the deployment on a reasonable and timely basis of
advanced telecommunications capability to all Americans.”*> The Commission has understood section

126 Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Red at 8801, para. 47.

127 Section 254(b)(7) requires the Commission to base universal service on “[s]uch other principles as the Joint
Board and the Commission determine are necessary and appropriate for the protection of the public interest,
convenience, and necessity and are consistent with this Act.” 47 U.S.C. § 254(b)(7).

128 See Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Rcd at 8801, para. 47; see also Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d
at 1104 (competitive neutrality principle “only prohibits the Commission from treating competitors differently in
‘unfair’ ways”).

12947 U.S.C. § 254(b)(5); see also id. § 254 (e) (“support should be explicit and sufficient to achieve the purposes of
this section”).

130 See infira Section IX (proposing to establish performance goals and measures for USF).
Bl47 U.S.C. § 254(k)

132 See 47 U.S.C. § 1301(4) (“The Federal Government should also recognize and encourage complementary State
efforts to improve the quality and usefulness of broadband data and should encourage and support the partnership of
the public and private sectors in the continued growth of broadband services and information technology for the
residents and businesses of the Nation.”).

13 See 47 U.S.C. §214(e).
1% See 47 U.S.C. §254(f).
13547 U.S.C. § 1302.
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706(a) to authorize the Commission and state commissions to take actions, within their subject matter
jurisdiction and not inconsistent with other provisions of law, that encourage the deployment of advanced
telecommunications capability by any of the means listed in the provision.*®* The Commission also has
recognized the important role of the states.””” Courts have also previously said that the Act “plainly
contemplates a partnership between the federal and state governments to support universal service,”'**
and that “it is appropriate—even necessary—for the FCC to rely on state action.”'*

86. In its 2007 Recommended Decision, the Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service
highlighted the roles and responsibilities of states. The Joint Board, among other things, recommended
that “the Commission adopt policies that encourage states to provide matching funds” for a proposed
Broadband Fund and Mobility Fund."* We seek comment on what level of financial commitment should
be expected from the states and territories to advance broadband. How should we address states that are
disproportionately rural and generally lack a sizeable population to support service in rural areas? How
should we address the various efforts of states and territories to contribute to preserving and advancing
universal service—both in deployment and adoption?

87. Many states have state universal service funds to support voice service,'*' while some
states, such as California and New York, have established broadband grant programs.'** More than 40

13647 U.S.C. § 1302(a); Deployment of Wireline Servs. Offering Advanced Telecomms. Capability et al.,
Memorandum Opinion and Order and Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 13 FCC Rcd 24012, 24046, para. 74 (1998)
(Advanced Services Order); Preserving the Open Internet Order, FCC 10-201, paras. 117-123. We note that our
mandate under section 706(a) must be read consistently with sections 1 and 2 of the Act, which define the
Commission’s subject matter jurisdiction over “interstate and foreign commerce in communication by wire and
radio.” 47 U.S.C. §§ 151, 152. The Commission historically has recognized that services carrying Internet traffic
are jurisdictionally mixed, but generally subject to federal regulation. See, e.g., Nat’l Ass’n of Regulatory Util.
Comm 'rs Petition for Clarification or Declaratory Ruling that No FCC Order or Rule Limits State Authority to
Collect Broadband Data, Memorandum Opinion and Order, 25 FCC Red 5051, 5054, paras. 8-9 & n.24 (2010).
Where, as here, “it is not possible to separate the interstate and intrastate aspects of the service,” the Commission
may preempt state regulation where “federal regulation is necessary to further a valid federal regulatory objective,
i.e., state regulation would conflict with federal regulatory policies.” Minn. Pub. Utils. Comm'n v. FCC, 483 F.3d
570, 578 (8th Cir. 2007); see also La. Pub. Serv. Comm’n v. FCC, 476 U.S. 355, 375 n.4 (1986). Except to the
extent a state requirement conflicts on its face with a Commission decision herein, the Commission will evaluate
preemption in light of the fact-specific nature of the relevant inquiry, on a case-by-case basis. We recognize, for
example, that states play a vital role in protecting end users from fraud, enforcing fair business practices, and
responding to consumer inquiries and complaints. See, e.g., Vonage Order, 19 FCC Rcd at 2240405, para. 1. We
have no intention of impairing states’ or local governments’ ability to carry out these duties unless we find that
specific measures conflict with federal law or policy. In determining whether state or local regulations frustrate
federal policies, we will, among other things, be guided by the overarching congressional policies described in
section 230 of the Act and section 706 of the 1996 Act. 47 U.S.C. §§ 230, 1302.

57 Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, Order on Remand, Further Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, and
Memorandum Opinion and Order, 18 FCC Red 22559, 22568 para. 17 (2003) (“The Act makes clear that preserving
and advancing universal service is a shared federal and state responsibility.”).

B8 Owest 1,258 F.3d at 1203; Owest 11, 398 F.3d at 1232.
139 Owest I, at 1203.
0 Joint Board 2007 Recommended Decision, 22 FCC Rcd at 20489, paras. 50-52.

14! See Peter Bluhm, et al., State High Cost Funds: Purposes, Design, and Evaluation (Nat’l Regulatory Res. Inst.
(NRRI), Working Paper No. 10-04 (2010), available at
http://www.nrri.org/pubs/telecommunications/NRRI state high cost funds jan10-04.pdf. According to the NRRI,
as of 2010, the following 21 states have state high-cost funds: Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado,
Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Maine, Nebraska, Nevada, New Mexico, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South
Carolina, Texas, Utah, Wisconsin, and Wyoming.
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states have established their own low-income universal service support programs to help eligible low-
income customers afford voice service.'* Others support statewide health care networks, such as
Nebraska, or more general statewide networks, such as Kansas.'** Many states have reformed intrastate
access charges and rebalanced local rates, and many have adopted a state universal service fund to offset
reduced revenues due to access charge reform.'* We seek comment on how to encourage or require
additional commitments to support universal service by states in partnership with the federal
government. 146

C. Eligible Telecommunications Carrier Requirements

88. Section 254(e) of the Act limits high-cost universal service support to
telecommunications carriers that have been designated as ETCs.'"” Under section 214 of the Act, states
have the responsibility for designating ETCs within their states, except in those cases where they lack
jurisdiction.'*® In instances where a state lacks jurisdiction to designate an ETC, the Commission
determines whether to designate an ETC."* When designating an ETC, the state (or the Commission)
defines the ETC’s service area.”™® The statute also provides that if no common carrier will provide the
supported services to any unserved community or any portion thereof, the Commission, with respect to
interstate services and areas served by carriers over which the state lacks jurisdiction, shall determine
(Continued from previous page)
12 On December 20, 2007, the California Public Utilities Commission created funding to encourage deployment of
broadband facilities for use in provisioning advanced telecommunications service in unserved and underserved areas
of California. Order Instituting Rulemaking into the Review of the California High Cost Fund B Program, Interim
Opinion Implementing California Advanced Services Fund, Rulemaking 06-06-028 (CA PUC rel. Dec. 20, 2007).

On December 20, 2007, the New York State Office of the Chief Information Officer and Office of Technology
adopted a comprehensive approach to providing affordable universal broadband access to its residents and
businesses. Universal Broadband Access Grant Program, 2007-08 Request for Proposals, RFP CIO/OFT 001-2007
(CIO/OFT rel. December 20, 2007).

193 See Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, CC Docket No. 96-45, Lifeline and Link Up, WC Docket
No. 03-109, Order, 25 FCC Red 5079, 5080, para. 3 (2010).

14 The Nebraska Public Service Commission, through the Nebraska Universal Service Fund, provides annual
support for the Nebraska Statewide Telehealth Network. See Nebraska PSC Press Release (March 20, 2008),
available at http://www.psc.state.ne.us/home/NPSC/news_releases/news_releases.htm. Another example is Kansas
KanEd, a middle-mile network connecting community anchor institutions with support from Kansas’ state universal
service fund. See Kan-ed, http://www .kan-ed.org/ (last visited Feb. 9, 2011).

45 AT&T Oct. 24, 2010 Ex Parte Letter, at 1, Attach. 2 (providing information on access reform in the states and
noting that while many states had some access reform in the last six years and several others have open proceedings,
only a few states have moved to complete parity between intrastate and interstate switched access rates and
structures); see also infra para. 543 (describing states that have undertaken intrastate access charge reform
measures).

146 See infra para. 296 (seeking comment on whether and how the Commission could use the first phase of CAF
support to create incentives for states to take action that will advance our mutual goals).

747 U.S.C. § 254(e). Section 214(e) further requires that ETCs be common carriers. Id. at § 214(e).
847 U.S.C. § 214(e)(2).

947 U.S.C. § 214(e)(6). In the ETC Designation Reprot and Order, the Commission adopted additional
requirements for federally designated ETCs. ETC Designation Report and Order, 20 FCC Rcd at 6380, para. 20.
The Commission requires that applicants seeking ETC designation demonstrate the following: (1) a commitment
and ability to provide services, including providing service to all customers within its proposed service area; (2) that
the applicant will remain functional in emergency situations; (3) that it will satisfy consumer protection and service
quality standards; (4) that it offers local usage comparable to that offered by the incumbent LEC; and (5) the
applicant’s acknowledgement that it may be required to provide equal access if all other ETCs in the designated
service area relinquish their designations pursuant to section 214(e)(4). Id.; 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(4).

5047 U.S.C. § 214(e)(5).
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which common carrier or carriers are best able to provide service to the requesting unserved community
and shall order such carrier or carriers to provide such service.””' Once designated, ETCs are required to
offer and advertise supported services “throughout the service area for which the designation is
received.”'* Those obligations apply regardless of whether support is actually provided to ETCs
operating within the designated service area.

89. We seek comment on how the Commission can best interpret these existing requirements
to achieve our goals for reform. We also seek comment on whether (and if so how) we should modify the
ETC requirements as we proceed with reforms. How would we provide incentives for state commissions
to apply any Commission-adopted requirements to ETCs designated by the states? Alternatively, we seek
comment on whether the Commission could or should forbear from requiring that recipients of universal
service support be designated as ETCs at all."”> Commenters asserting that the Commission has the
authority to forbear from imposing this requirement should address the scope of the Commission’s
authority under section 10 and in particular should address whether the Commission could forbear from
applying section 254(e) to entities that are not telecommunications carriers to allow their receipt of
universal service support to serve rural, insular and high-cost areas under the Act."”* If we do forbear
from this requirement, what if any requirements should replace it? How should we transition from
existing to any new requirements? How should existing ETCs be treated during such a transition? We
also seek comment on additional, more discrete ETC-related issues raised by our proposals in the sections
that follow.

D. Public Interest Obligations of Fund Recipients

90. Universal service support is a public-private partnership that is made to preserve and
advance access to modern communications networks. Providers that benefit from public investment in
their networks should be subject to clearly defined obligations associated with the use of such funding.
This ensures that providers know how they are expected to use the funding and that the public will receive
specific benefits from its investment.

91. Current high-cost funding recipients are subject to certain statutory public interest
obligations because they are ETCs."” In addition, states and the Commission have authority to impose
(and have imposed) additional obligations on the ETCs they designate.'”® Incumbent carrier ETCs also
typically are required to comply with state-mandated carrier of last resort obligations, which may include
a duty to serve all customers in the geographic region, to extend lines upon request, to provide service
until the state grants permission to exit the market, and other obligations."”’

5147 U.S.C. § 214(e)(3). As a practical matter, the Commission has not had the occasion to interpret this provision
to date, because at the time of the 1996 Act, virtually all communities were served by voice telephony.

3247 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1). “Service area” is defined in 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(5). See also 47 C.F.R. § 54.207.
133 See 47 U.S.C. § 160(a).
3447 U.S.C. §§ 10, 254(e).

133 Specifically, ETCs are required to provide supported services throughout the service area and advertise the
availability of such services. 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1).

156 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(6).

157 Carrier of last resort obligations for incumbent LECs are a matter of state law and vary from state to state. State
COLR obligations derive from state statutes, state regulations, certificates of public convenience and necessity, and
administrative practice. See generally Peter Bluhm and Phyllis Bernt, Carriers of Last Resort: Updating a
Traditional Doctrine, at 9 (NRRI July 2009), available at
http://www.nrri.org/pubs/telecommunications/COLR_july09-10.pdf.

4588



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

92. We seek comment on what public interest obligations should apply to ETCs going
forward, as we reform and modernize the existing high-cost program to advance broadband."™® First, we
seek comment on the characteristics of voice service and associated voice obligations. Then, we seek
comment on the characteristics of broadband service and associated broadband obligations. In responding
to these questions, we ask commenters to address whether the public interest obligations for recipients
should vary, depending on whether broadband is a supported service, or alternatively, if support is
provided to voice recipients conditioned on their deployment of broadband-capable facilities.

93. As a general matter, we propose that all recipients be required to meet public interest
obligations tied to the provision of voice and/or broadband services. These obligations would apply to all
funding recipients going forward, whether already designated as ETCs by states or the Commission or
designated in the future, as a condition of receiving support from the existing high-cost program or the
Connect America Fund. The public interest obligations that we propose are intended to be technology-
neutral, where possible. With respect to the provision of voice service, we propose that recipients
continue to be subject to any existing state or federal requirements for providers of voice service. With
regard to the provision of broadband, we propose that recipients be subject to broadband deployment,
infrastructure build out, pricing, and other requirements described below. We seek comment on this
proposal generally, as well as on the specific components identified below.

94. Although we propose that public interest obligations apply generally to all funding
recipients, to what extent, if any, should the obligations proposed in this section vary for recipients under
the current high-cost funding programs, recipients of funding in the first phase of the CAF, and CAF
recipients over the longer term?'> We ask commenters to consider and explain whether (and if so how)
each of the obligations discussed below should apply under what circumstances, recognizing that it may
be appropriate to tailor obligations to avoid creating unfunded mandates. We also ask commenters to
address specifically whether the duties and responsibilities of ETCs should differ depending on whether
they are also the state-mandated carrier of last resort in a particular area. Finally, we recognize that there
may be costs and burden for the Commission and recipients associated with the monitoring of,
enforcement of, and compliance with the proposed public interest obligations. We acknowledge the risk
of discouraging participation in these programs or reducing the impact of USF support because of the
costs associated with public interest obligations. We seek comment on how best to balance these costs

138 Commenters generally supported imposing obligations on recipients of universal service funding. See, e.g., Five
MACRUC States Comments at 9 (recommending a broadband, voice, and wireless provider-of-last resort obligation
as a condition of competitive bidding); Joint Comments of the National Exchange Carrier Assoc., Inc., National
Telecommunications Cooperative Assoc., Organization for the Promotion and Advancement of Small
Telecommunications Companies, Western Telecommunications Alliance, and the Rural Alliance (NECA, et al.),
WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 32 (filed July 12, 2010) (“[U]niversal service requires the
presence of a clearly identified carrier in each service area that is ready, willing and able to serve the most
expensive, least profitable or otherwise less desirable customers therein.”); NCTA Comments at 11 (recipients
should include state COLR costs when demonstrating the minimum necessary support for area); Comments of
Qwest Communications International Inc., WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 12-13 (filed
July 12, 2010) (the Commission should require “the company that has chosen to receive support [to] provide
supported broadband and voice services throughout the supported geographic territory”); Reply Comments of
AT&T, Inc. (AT&T), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 6 (filed Aug. 11, 2010); Comments
of Cox Communications, Inc., GN Docket Nos. 09-51, 09-47, 09-137, in re NBP PN #19, at 10 (filed Dec. 7, 2009)
(“[M]onopoly providers subject to COLR obligations should be required to meet service quality standards and
reporting and oversight obligations to guarantee that they provide reasonable service in areas where customers have
no competitive choice.”); Comments of the National Assoc. of State Utility Consumer Advocates (NASUCA), GN
Docket Nos. 09-51, 09-47, 09-137, in re NBP PN #19, at 22 (filed Dec. 7, 2009).

13 Below, we propose to conduct a reverse auction to distribute a non-recurring amount of support to extend
broadband in unserved areas, during the first phase of the CAF. We propose public interest obligations specific to
recipients of funding during this first phase of the CAF. See infia para. 309 ef seq.
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with our proposed principles of fiscal responsibility and accountability and our goal of rapidly increasing
broadband deployment in unserved areas.

1. Characteristics of Voice Service

95. Section 214(e) of the Act requires an ETC to offer and advertise the services that are
supported by federal universal service support using its own facilities or a combination of its own
facilities and resale of another carrier’s services throughout its designated service area.'® In 1997, the
Commission defined the services to be supported in functional terms as: voice grade access to the public
switched network; local usage; dual tone multi-frequency (DTMF) signaling or its functional equivalent;
single-party service or its functional equivalent; access to emergency services; access to operator services;
access to interexchange service; access to directory assistance; and toll limitation to qualifying low-
income consumers.'®" The Commission chose to define the supported services in functional terms, rather
than as tariffed services, in order to promote competitive neutrality and provide greater flexibility.

96. We now propose to simplify how we describe these core functionalities into one term:
“voice telephony service.”'® The existing rules, as formulated, suggest that ETCs must advertise specific
components of voice service (e.g., operator services, DTMF), even though such terminology may not be
familiar to the average American consumer. In practice, carriers likely advertise the supported services
using much more generic language. We seek comment on this proposal to simplify how we define
supported “voice telephony service.”'*

97. With respect to the performance characteristics for “voice telephony service,” we note
that “voice grade access” to the public switched network is defined in section 54.101 of the Commission’s
rules as “a functionality that enables a user of telecommunications services to transmit voice
communications, including signaling the network that the caller wishes to place a call, and to receive
voice communications, including receiving a signal indicating there is an incoming call. For the purposes
of this part, bandwidth for voice grade access should be, at a minimum, 300 to 3,000 Hertz.”'** Should
we preserve this definition, modify this definition, or adopt a new definition? Is DTMF still relevant in
today’s networks? Is the 300 to 3,000 Hertz bandwidth requirement appropriate for mobile or satellite
voice technologies? Should providers still be required to provide access to operator services and
directory assistance? Parties that support a different definition should provide analysis and data
supporting such a definition. Parties also should explain whether such a definition would be technology-
neutral and if not, the basis for adopting a definition that is not technology-neutral.

2. Voice Obligations

98. We propose that recipients must provide “voice telephony service” throughout their
designated service areas.'® We propose that recipients be permitted to partner with another voice
provider, in part, to provide voice capability that meets the definition of “voice telephony service.”'®® For
example, a recipient could partner with a satellite voice provider to provide “voice telephony service” in

1047 U.S.C. § 214(e).

16147 C.F.R. § 54.101(a)(1)-(9); see also Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, 12 FCC Red at 8810,
para. 61 (defining supported services).

162 1 etter from Henry Hultquist, AT&T, to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket
Nos. 10-90, 05-337, CC Docket Nos. 01-91, 80-286 (filed Dec. 6, 2010) (AT&T Dec. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter).

19 Because we are merely proposing to consolidate all currently supported services for high cost under one new
term, “voice telephony service,” we need not consider whether these consolidated services should be part of the
definition of supported services. 47 U.S.C. § 254(c)(1)(A)-(D).

1447 CF.R. § 54.101(a)(1).
195 See supra para. 95 et seq. (Characteristics of Voice Service).

166 .
See id.
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areas where the recipient has not yet built out its network. We propose that the voice telephony service
provided by a recipient (or its partner if we allow such an arrangement) may be provided via any
technology (wireline, terrestrial wireless, satellite or VoIP) that meets or exceeds the universal service
definition of “voice telephony service.” We seek comment on whether the “partnering” is sufficient to
satisfy the facilities requirement of section 214(e)(1)(A)."”” We propose that recipients be responsible for
ensuring compliance with these requirements, regardless of whether they are themselves or their partner is
providing the service. We seek comment on these proposals.

99. We further propose that recipients be required to offer voice telephony service as a
standalone service. We seek comment on this proposal, including whether we should adopt the
requirement that such a standalone voice service be offered at an affordable rate.'®® If we adopt such a
requirement, what should be deemed an affordable rate for voice service? Alternatively, if the recipient
provides broadband, is it sufficient that a customer could subscribe to an over-the-top VoIP service for
voice service?

100.  In addition, we propose that recipients continue to be subject to any applicable baseline
state or federal requirements for the provision of voice service by ETCs. We seek comment on these
proposals. To the extent that such requirements overlap with the requirements we are proposing herein,
we seek comment on how to harmonize the requirements or transition to new requirements. Are there
existing requirements that are duplicative of requirements we are proposing herein?

101.  How can we create incentives for states to re-evaluate and harmonize the requirements
they impose on the ETCs that they designate to be consistent with any new federal requirements? We
also seek comment on whether the Commission could or should adopt any measures to provide incentives
to states to eliminate state COLR obligations for any company that relinquishes its ETC designation or no
longer receives universal service support.'® Should there be any additional obligations imposed on
recipients serving areas in which the telephone penetration rate historically has been substantially lower
than the national average (e.g., on Tribal lands and in Native communities)?

102.  For the near term, we envision that the existing state-federal roles with respect to existing
ETCs would remain the same, but over the longer term, that could change as carriers migrate to all-IP
networks, and voice is available as an application on such networks. Given that we envision a transition
to an integrated voice-broadband network in the future, how should voice universal service public interest
obligations change over time? In the future, will there be a need for separate voice and broadband public
interest obligations?

3. Characteristics of Broadband Service

103.  For purposes of universal service funding, we propose to adopt metrics for broadband
using specific performance characteristics.'”® These metrics would apply to the CAF and also to the

1747 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(A).

18 See infra para. 137 (proposing that recipients must offer voice and broadband (individually and together) in rural
areas at rates that are affordable and reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas).

19 See, e.g., Comments of AT&T, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 17-18 (filed July 12,
2010); Comments of CenturyLink, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 14 (filed July 12,
2010); Comments of the Pennsylvania Public Utility Commission, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No.
09-51, at 36 (filed July 12, 2010) (explaining that “the traditional concepts for the duties and/or responsibilities of
COLRs need to be jointly re-examined in a coordinated fashion by both the FCC and the state utility regulatory
commissions”); Comments of the United States Telecom Assoc. (USTA), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN
Docket No. 09-51, at 7 (filed July 12, 2010) (“If a provider is serving an area in which it is not the supported entity,
it should be relieved of ETC, [COLR] and dominant carrier obligations for voice and broadband in the supported
area.”); Windstream July 12, 2010 Comments at 16.

17 For purposes of its Fourteenth Mobile Wireless Competition Report, the Commission used “mobile broadband”
to refer to mobile Internet access and other data services provided using Third Generation (3G) and Fourth
(continued....)
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existing high-cost program, until it is transitioned into the CAF."”" We reserve the right to specify
different metrics for other purposes, including other universal service programs.'”> We also propose to re-
evaluate the specified metrics on a regular basis to ensure that these metrics remain useful and up-to-date
as broadband networks and the applications running over them evolve.

104.  First, we propose to characterize broadband without reference to any particular
technology, so that current high-cost and future CAF recipients would be permitted to use any technology
platform, or combination of technology platforms, that satisfies the specified metrics. We envision that
recipients will choose a range of technologies, including wireline technologies, fixed and mobile
terrestrial wireless technologies, and fixed and mobile satellite technologies in any combination.
Although this proposal would not require that recipients employ any particular type of technology, we
seek comment on whether there are reasons to adopt technology-specific minimum standards that would
depend on the technology deployed, given that there are trade-offs among the different types of
technologies. For instance, should specific but not identical standards be adopted for wireline versus
wireless, fixed versus mobile, or terrestrial versus satellite technologies, given the attributes and
challenges of these different networks?

105.  We seek comment on the key attributes of broadband that will be supported as we reform
the current high-cost program and create the CAF. In particular, we seek comment on whether we should
characterize broadband by its speed, functional attributes, or in some other way. We note that speed is
only one measure of broadband performance. Commenters should discuss additional ways of measuring
the broadband services provided to consumers, such as throughput, latency, jitter, or packet loss, for
purposes of establishing performance requirements for recipients of universal service funding.'”” Some
applications, like e-mail or text-based Web surfing, may be less sensitive to these other measures of
network performance, but for other applications, such as videoconferencing, these other, non-speed-
related measures may be important.'™

106.  Based on results of a Pew Research Center broadband user survey and additional analysis
by the Commission, the National Broadband Plan categorized U.S. consumers into four distinct
broadband-use profiles, based on usage characteristics and speed demands:'”* (1) Advanced: consumers
who use large amounts of data and tend to use the highest quality voice, video, and other cutting-edge
applications; (2) Full media: consumers who are moderately heavy users of broadband and mobile

(Continued from previous page)
Generation (4G) mobile network technologies, CDMA EV-DO, WCDMA/HSPA, and WiMAX, even though these
do not necessarily meet the 4/1 Mbps speed threshold as discussed herein. Implementation of Section 6002(b) of the
Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993, Annual Report and Analysis of Competitive Market Conditions With
Respect to Mobile Wireless, Including Commercial Mobile Services, WT Docket No. 09-66, Fourteenth Report, 25
FCC Rcd 11407, 11413 n.7 (2010) (Fourteenth Mobile Wireless Competition Report).

"' As the existing high-cost program is currently administered, if broadband is a supported service, recipients are
statutorily required to provide broadband as defined by the Commission. 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(A). Alternatively, if
funding is conditioned on the provision of broadband, then recipients still must provide broadband as defined by the
Commission.

172 See Letter from Daniel Mitchell, Vice President, NTCA, to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No.
09-51, WC Docket Nos. 96-45, 01-92, CC Docket No. 96-45 (filed May 20, 2010) (enclosing Providing World-
Class Broadband: The Future of Wireless and Wireline Broadband Technologies, Rural Telecom Educational
Series, at 3). In particular, we expressly reserve the right to choose a different speed for any future expansion of the
Low-Income universal service support mechanism to include support of broadband.

173 See id.

174 See Omnibus Broadband Initiative, Broadband Performance: OBI Technical Paper No. 4, at 8, Ex. 10 (OBI,
Broadband Performance).

175 See id. at 7; see also John B. Horrigan, Pew Internet & American Life Project, “The Mobile Difference” (2009),
available at http://www.pewinternet.org/~/media//Files/Reports/2009/The Mobile Difference.pdf.
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applications, seeking to access high-quality voice, data, graphics, and video communications but,
typically not in the most cutting-edge forms; (3) Emerging multimedia: consumers who utilize some
video and graphical content but still see the Internet primarily as a way to communicate and access news
and entertainment in a richer format than found in offline content; and (4) Utility: consumers who are
largely content to access the Internet for basic news, communication, and basic entertainment. Each use
profile has a “basket of applications” that reflect typical uses of the Internet for that set of users.'’®

107.  The basic utility user requires actual download speeds of approximately 500 kbps, while
emerging multimedia and full media users require actual download speeds of 1-4 Mbps, depending on the
quality demands of particular applications they might use. Data indicate that 80% of broadband users
today fall into these first three use cases.'”’ Advanced users accessing applications such as enhanced two-
way videoconferencing and high-definition video streaming could require actual symmetric (i.e., upload
and download) speeds of 5 Mbps or more and significant quality of service performance (e.g., low
latency) from the network.'”™ Users’ speed and performance demands may change over time as
applicatil%ls become more data-intensive and the “common basket” of applications in each use profile
evolves.

108.  Recently, the Commission relied on reported 3 megabits per second (Mbps) downstream
and 768 kilobytes per second (kbps) upstream speeds for purposes of its annual inquiry into whether
broadband is being deployed to all Americans in a reasonable and timely fashion pursuant to section 706
of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, as amended." For purposes of that inquiry, the Commission
benchmarked broadband as “a transmission service that actually enables an end user to download content
from the Internet at 4 Mbps and to upload such content at 1 Mbps over the broadband provider’s
network.”"®" However, broadband providers already report the number of their subscribers at several
levels of speed, including at the 3 Mbps/768 kbps level." We note that the Commission’s most recent
Internet Access Services Report found that, as of December 2009, only about 32% of reportable Internet
access service subscriptions would meet the broadband availability benchmark adopted in the Sixth
Broadband Deployment Report. '

109.  The National Broadband Plan recommended that the Commission set an initial target of 4
Mbps actual download/1 Mbps actual upload for universal service."** We seek comment on that
recommendation. If we adopt a specific threshold speed requirement as a proxy for the capabilities that
consumers should be able to access with broadband, what would be the impact on the universal service

17 The “basket of applications” approach builds on numerous comments filed in response to National Broadband
Plan Public Notice #1. Comment Sought on Defining “Broadband”, Public Notice, 24 FCC Rcd 10897 (2009) (NBP
PN #1); see, e.g., Comments of Sprint Nextel Corp. in re NBP PN #l, at 2 (filed Aug. 31, 2009); Comments of
AT&T inre NBP PN #1, at 4-5 (filed Aug. 31, 2009); Comments of Kodiak Kenai Cable Company, LLC in re NBP
PN #1, at 4 (filed Aug. 31, 2009).

177 See OBI Broadband Performance at 10.

' See id., Ex. 11.

179 See infra para. 119 (seeking comment on how often we should re-evaluate requirements for broadband).
180 Sixth Broadband Deployment Report, 25 FCC Red at 9568-69, para. 20; see also 47 U.S.C. § 1302(b).
181 Sixth Broadband Deployment Report, 25 FCC Red at 9568-69, para. 20.

182 See Form 477 Resources for Filers, http://www.fcc.gov/forma77/ (last visited Feb. 9, 2011). At present, the
Commission categorizes connections reported through its FCC Form 477 at 72 speed tiers defined by eight ranges of
downstream speed and nine ranges of upstream speed.

'8 Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competiton Bureau, Internet Access Services: Status as of
December 31, 2009, at 6 (Dec. 2010) (Internet Access Services Report); Sixth Broadband Deployment Report, 25
FCC Red at 9574, para. 28 (citing 47 U.S.C. § 1302(b)).

184 National Broadband Plan at 135.
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funding levels of choosing a different threshold for download and upload speeds than 4 Mbps/1 Mbps?
Should any speed ultimately adopted be the minimum that a funding recipient is required to provide,
while recognizing that recipients can and will provide higher speeds as the marketplace and technology
evolves?

110.  What would be the impact, for instance, of setting the initial threshold for broadband to
be networks capable of delivering at least 3 Mbps of actual download speed and 768 kbps of actual
upload speed? Several commenters support a 768 kbps upload speed threshold, which current
technologies could deliver with significantly lower deployment costs.' Would adopting a slightly lower
threshold than proposed in the National Broadband Plan lessen the financial impact on USF? In the near
term, given our current Form 477 reporting requirements, would it be administratively simpler for the
Commission to verify that fund recipients are offering their subscribers 3 Mbps/768 kbps?

111.  On the other hand, we note that other commenters assert that the speed threshold
proposed in the National Broadband Plan is too low.'® These commenters argue that a 4 Mbps down/1
Mbps upstream definition would create a permanent rural/urban digital divide, would be obsolete by the
time funding is disbursed, and would halt the deployment of fiber optic facilities and other long-term
broadband solutions."” We seek comment on how we should balance such considerations, taking into
account the competing national priorities for the use of universal service funding and our proposed goal of
controlling the size of the universal service fund.'®®

112. We invite commenters that support a different speed requirement to provide specific
analysis and evidence addressing the following questions: What additional features or applications could
be provided at, or above, such a threshold? What percentage of consumers today use such features or
applications? What would be the estimated additional cost to fund higher speeds?

113.  We propose that the speed be “actual” speed rather than the “advertised” or “up to”
speed, which may be different from the actual speed an end-user experiences. We seek comment on these
proposals including how to define “actual” speed.

114.  Are there other metrics we should consider that are unrelated to speed or service quality,
such as mobility? As we are considering broadband performance characteristics, how should we think

18 See CenturyLink July 12, 2010 Comments at 19, n.54 (arguing that current technologies may not be able to
deliver 1 Mbps upload speeds without significant effect on download speeds and/or increased deployment costs);
Qwest Comments at 11 (arguing that 1 Mbps upload speed requirement would eliminate DSL-based technologies
that could help accomplish universal broadband at lower costs in many rural areas); Windstream July 12, 2010
Comments at 10 (arguing the incremental benefit of a ubiquitous 1 Mbps upload speed threshold outweighs the
incremental additional deployment cost incurred when exceeding a more universally accepted upload speed of 768
Kbps); AT&T Dec. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter at 1 (arguing that changing the upload target to 768 Kbps could
materially reduce the amount of funding needed).

'8 Dec. 2010 Internet Access Services Report, at 6.

187 See, e.g., Comments of Blooston Rural Carriers, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 8
(filed July 12, 2010) (expressing concern that target speed is too low and will create a digital divide between rural
and urban areas); Comments of Home Telephone Company, Inc., WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No.
09-51, at 4-5 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of the Texas and Oklahoma Small Company Group, WC Docket Nos.
10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 11-12 (filed July 12, 2010) (arguing that services will require bandwidth
far in excess of the 4 Mbps); Comments of Nebraska Rural Independent Companies, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-
337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 52-55 (filed July 12, 2010) (arguing that 4/1 Mbps is likely to be outmoded by the
end of 2010); Comments of Nebraska Telecommunications Association, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN
Docket No. 09-51, at 1 (filed July 12, 2010) (cautioning that subjecting rural customers to speeds lower than those
generally available to many urban customers “could relegate much of the nation’s rural consumers to substandard
broadband if never improved upon”); NECA et al. July 12, 2010 Comments at 15-18.

188 See supra Section V.A (National Goals and Priorities for Universal Service).
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about the migration of networks to Internet Protocol version 6 (IPv6)? Should we adopt more stringent
performance metrics, even if it means excluding specific technologies that are unable to meet that
standard? How would a requirement that excludes certain technologies comport with the technology
neutral principle proposed above? Or, should we adopt more inclusive performance metrics, even if most
technologies are capable of better performance?

115.  Measuring the Attributes of Broadband. We note that the Commission is in the process
of working in partnership with a third-party measurement company, SamKnows, to test actual consumer
broadband speeds, in order to inform the Commission and other government consumer disclosure
initiatives, and to make data publicly available for better understanding of broadband speed and
performance.”® The SamKnows process is providing the Commission with more detailed data on the
actual performance characteristics of the nation’s broadband networks, including recommendations on
definitions of actual speed, key performance metrics and measurement points associated with those
metrics. In addition, in March 2010, the Commission released a mobile data consumer test application for
iPhone and Android devices which collects and reports data rates, latency, and user location when
initiated on the mobile device.'” The Commission is also considering a mobile broadband measurement
partnership with a third-party company.'”' We look forward to the data that results from these tests, and
seek comment on whether it should be incorporated, as it becomes available in a reliable and uniform
manner, into the metrics we ultimately adopt for defining broadband for purposes of universal service
funding.

116.  We propose that recipients test their broadband networks for compliance with whatever
metrics ultimately are adopted and report the results to the Universal Service Administrative Company
(USAC) on a quarterly basis, "> and that these results be subject to audit. We seek comment on whether
the benefits of such a requirement would outweigh the burdens. Are there alternatives that could ease
burdens on recipients? Alternatively, should we instead require that recipients provide a specific speed
(e.g., 4/1 Mbps) at a “reasonable service quality,” and rely on customer complaints regarding the quality
of their broadband as a means of enforcing service quality?

18 Comment Sought on Residential Fixed Broadband Services Testing and Measurement Solution, CG Docket No.
09-158, CC Docket No. 98-170, WC Docket No. 04-36, Public Notice, 25 FCC Red 3836 (2010).

1% The mobile application is available for download for the iPhone App Store or Android Market. As of December
2010, about 100,000 unique users have installed the Commission’s mobile application, collectively taking over 1
million tests. The Commission also released a fixed consumer broadband test which collects street address and
broadband performance data, which has been accessed about 1 million times. The fixed application is accessible at
www.broadband.gov/qualitytest (last visited Feb. 9, 2011).

1 See Comment Sought on Measurement of Mobile Broadband Network Performance and Coverage, CG Docket
No. 09-158, CC Docket No. 98-170, WC Docket No. 04-36, Public Notice, 25 FCC Red 7069 (2010).

12 The Universal Service Administrative Company (USAC), a subsidiary of the National Exchange Carrier
Association (NECA), is the private not-for-profit corporation created to serve as the Administrator of the Fund under
the Commission’s direction. See Changes to the Board of Directors of the National Exchange Carrier Association,
Third Report and Order in CC Docket No. 97-21, Fourth Order on Reconsideration in CC Docket No. 97-21 and
Eighth Order on Reconsideration in CC Docket No. 96-45, 13 FCC Rcd 25,058, 25,063-66, paras. 10-14 (1998); 47
C.F.R. § 54.701(a). The Commission appointed USAC the permanent Administrator of all of the federal universal
service support mechanisms. See 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.702(b)-(m), 54.711, 54.715. USAC administers the Fund in
accordance with the Commission’s rules and orders. The Commission provides USAC with oral and written
guidance, as well as regulation through its rulemaking process. USAC plays a critical role as day-to-day
Administrator in collecting necessary information that enables the Commission to oversee the entire universal
service fund. See, e.g., Memorandum of Understanding Between the Federal Communications Commission and the
Universal Service Administrative Company (Sept. 9, 2008) (2008 FCC-USAC MOU), available at
http://www.fcc.gov/omd/usac-mou.pdf.
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117.  To the extent the Commission measures broadband by specific attributes such as speed,
we seek comment on where in the network these attributes should be measured — whether it should be just
the access network or the end-to-end speed — and how they should be measured. We propose that the
attributes be measured on each broadband provider’s access network from the end-user interface to the
nearest (logical) Internet access point.'” In Figures 4 and 5 below, the two end-points would be the
Internet gateway (2), the closest peering point between the broadband provider and the public Internet for
a given consumer connection, and the modem (for a wireline network and some wireless networks) or the
consumer mobile device (for some wireless networks) (5), the customer premise equipment typically
managed by a broadband provider as the last connection point to the managed network. We seek
comment on this proposed approach, and any alternatives that commenters believe would be more
accurate. Specifically, we seek comment about how to measure speeds for networks that provide mobile
services, where capacity per user changes over time as the number of users in a given sector increases and
decreases.

Basic Wireline Network Structure ‘

Public Internet

DSLAM
Cablie hiode,

Intemat Gateway
(Pearing Exchangs)

(1) Public Internet content: Public Internet content that is hosted by multiple service providers,
content providers and other entities in a geographically diverse (worldwide) manner.

(2) Internet gateway: Closest peering point between broadband provider and public Internet for
a given consumer connection.

(3) Link between second mile and middle mile: Broadband provider managed interconnection
between middle mile and last mile

(4) Aggregation Node: First aggregation point for broadband provider (e.g., DSLAM, cable
node, satellite, etc.)

(5) Modem: Customer premise equipment (CPE) typically managed by a broadband provider as
the last connection point to the managed network (e.g., DSL modem, cable modem, satellite
modem, optical networking terminal (ONT), etc.)

(6) Consumer device: Consumer device connected to modem through internal wire or Wi-Fi
(home networking), including hardware and software used to access the Internet and process
content (customer managed)

Figure 4

19 The SamKnows tests will use these parameters.
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Basic Wireless Network Structure ‘

Operator Provided
4G Radio

@ ()]

L Q)

Wieless
Last Mile Modem

Broadband Provider
Middle Mile
Transport

Broadband Provider
2" Mile
Transport
(Wireless Backhaul)

<
Test Application

Running on Handset

Internet Gateway
(Peering Exchange)

(1) Public Internet content: Public Internet content that is hosted by multiple service providers,
content providers and other entities in a geographically diverse (worldwide) manner.

(2) Internet gateway: Closest peering point between broadband provider and public Internet for
a given consumer connection.

(3) Link between second mile and middle mile: Broadband provider managed interconnection
between middle mile and last mile

(4) Aggregation Node: First aggregation point for broadband provider (e.g., DSLAM, tower site,
cable node, satellite, etc.)

(5)(a) Household fixed modem/receiver: Customer premise equipment (CPE) typically
managed by a broadband provider as the last connection point to the managed network (e.g., DSL
modem, cable modem, satellite modem, optical networking terminal (ONT), wireless modem,
etc.)

5(b) Consumer Device: Consumer mobile device (smartphone, laptop, etc.) wireless connected
to provider network

(6) Consumer device: Consumer device connected to modem through internal wire or Wi-Fi
(home networking), including hardware and software used to access the Internet and process
content (customer managed)

Figure 5

118.  One alternative would be to measure end-to-end speeds with the idea that these speeds
would be more representative of the end-user experience. This is the approach taken implicitly by many
software-based speed tests. However, this approach has several drawbacks. First, where the “other end”
(the end away from the end user) is located could have a significant impact on measurements. Those who
take measurements at a local server will get far different results from those who take measurements from
a server located across the country or around the world. Second, many potential choke points on the
network are outside of the broadband provider’s control-—meaning that such measurements would not
highlight either the cause of any problems or present any solutions. These choke points include
everything from customer equipment (including computers and routers at the end-user premises) to
server-side congestion and traffic on the Internet itself. We do not believe that end-to-end measurement is
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an ideal tool to measure speed or other network performance metrics for the purpose of measuring
compliance with a broadband performance metric requirement.'**

119.  Evolution. We acknowledge that broadband performance is constantly evolving, and
propose that the broadband metrics we adopt for purposes of universal service funding should evolve as
well. We seek comment on how often we should re-evaluate our requirements for broadband capability
for universal service purposes. Historical speed growth indicates a doubling of speed roughly every four
years for broadband technologies.'”> Therefore, should we re-evaluate the definition every four years?
Should we re-evaluate more frequently; for example, every year? Every time the median speed
subscribed to in the U.S. increases by more than a certain percentage (e.g., 20 percent)?

120.  We also seek comment on what procedural vehicle would be appropriate for re-
evaluating broadband metrics. Under section 706 of the Telecommunications Act of 1996, as amended,
the Commission must conduct an annual inquiry into whether broadband is being deployed to all
Americans in a reasonable and timely fashion."”® Could the broadband deployment and inquiry
proceeding be used to re-evaluate the broadband speed goal in those years that we have determined to re-
evaluate the metrics of broadband? Alternatively, should the Commission conduct a separate inquiry for
purposes of defining minimum attributes of broadband performance for purposes of universal service
funding?

4. Broadband Obligations

121.  Asnoted above, some incumbent telephone companies are using existing high-cost
support to extend modern networks capable of delivering both high-speed Internet access and voice. We
propose that all existing high-cost funding recipients going forward and all future CAF recipients must
offer broadband service that meets or exceeds the minimum metrics prescribed by the Commission,
assuming they receive funding for that purpose.'”’ Below, we propose specific obligations that recipients
must meet in providing broadband service in the areas for which they receive support. We ask parties to
explain their reasoning to the extent they believe that different requirements should apply in different
circumstances. We ask parties to comment on how best to balance the costs associated with public
interest obligations so that we do not discourage participation in any programs we may adopt to advance
broadband deployment, such as reverse auctions, or reduce the impact of CAF support, while balancing
our proposed principles of fiscal responsibility and accountability and our goal of rapidly increasing
broadband deployment in unserved areas. We recognize that, should recipients be required to provide
broadband service, they may need a transition period to comply with the broadband obligations proposed
below, and thus, we propose a process for seeking waivers during the transition period.'”

122.  We propose that all recipients should be subject to an annual certification regarding
compliance with any obligations that we ultimately adopt for the provision of USF-supported broadband
services. Should recipients file certifications with state regulators or with USAC? How should
compliance with the metrics and the certifications be monitored and enforced?

1% While one could argue that speed and other performance characteristics on the Internet are at least partially in
control of the broadband provider through commercial agreements, end-user equipment is not something the
broadband provider can control, so the problems of identifying the root cause of performance problems remain.

19 OBI Broadband Performance at 11.
%47 U.S.C. § 1301 et seq.
7 See supra para. 103 et seq. (Characteristics of Broadband Service).

18 See infra para. 154 (Waiver Process).
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123.  We also seek comment on whether there are lessons learned or best practices we should
consider from other federal and state broadband programs and, if so, whether and how to incorporate
those here.'”

a. Service, Coverage, and Deployment

124.  We seek to ensure that customers have meaningful access to broadband. To this end, we
seek comment on whether to impose a service requirement on recipients, or a service requirement and a
coverage requirement on recipients. A service requirement, at a high level, would specify that a recipient
must provide service upon request within a reasonable period of time. To satisfy a service requirement, a
recipient would need to have built facilities close enough to potential subscribers so that it is able to serve
them upon request. Relative to a coverage requirement (e.g., recipients must cover 99 percent of all
housing units in an area), a service requirement could result in lower costs to the Fund, because a
recipient would not necessarily need to extend its facilities as far. On the other hand, addition of a
coverage requirement would help guarantee timely access to broadband by ensuring that facilities are
present whether or not consumers in the area have previously requested service. Below we seek comment
on these two types of requirements.

125.  Service Requirement. We note that an applicant seeking ETC designation from the
Commission currently must commit to provide service throughout the proposed designated service area to
all customers making a reasonable request for service, and must certify that it will: (1) provide service on
a timely basis to requesting customers within the applicant's service area where the applicant's network
already passes the potential customer's premises; and (2) provide service within a reasonable period of
time, if the potential customer is within the applicant's licensed service area but outside its existing
network coverage, if service can be provided at reasonable cost.*” We seek comment on whether states
that designate ETCs impose similar requirements. We also seek comment on whether Commission and
state requirements have been effective in ensuring that requesting customers receive service in a timely
basis. If these requirements have not been effective, should we adopt more specific requirements about
what we consider a “reasonable period of time” or “reasonable cost™?

126.  In instances where customers are not connected to existing plant, at what “standard
distance” may a recipient charge the requesting customer to recoup some, or all, of its cost for extending
facilities that can deliver broadband as well as voice?”®' For these line extensions, how should a “just and
reasonable” charge be calculated? Or should providers be required to fund a specified dollar amount or
percentage of the cost of build-out to customers that are not connected to existing plant, and recover the
rest from the requesting customer? Should a wireless terrestrial provider be able to charge a customer for
the cost of extending its service area to serve that customer? If it would be less costly to use a different
technology to reach that customer, such as satellite broadband, should the line extension charge to the
customer be capped at the amount it would cost to use that other, cheaper technology?*” We also seek
comment on whether there should be different standards for business and residential consumers.

199 See, e.g., American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, Pub. L. No. 111-5, § 6001(k)(2)(D), 123 Stat. 115,
516.

2047 CF.R. § 54.202(a).

2! See Bluhm & Bernt at 9 (noting that, in New Jersey, no contribution can be required from customer where line
extension would be profitable without contribution).

292 To clarify, in this situation, the customer is responsible for paying the provider to extend service; no federal USF

money would pay for the cost of extending service, just as federal USF does not pay to extend, upon customer
request, a voice line today. We note that in the Non-Rural Insular NPRM, we sought comment on “whether we
should provide additional Link-Up support to help offset special construction charges incurred by [eligible
consumers in Puerto Rico] when facilities must be built to provide them with access to voice telephone service.”
High-Cost Universal Service Support; Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service; Lifeline and Link-Up, WC
Docket Nos. 05-337, 03-109, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order and Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 25 FCC Rcd 4136,
(continued....)
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127.  Historically, state commissions have imposed requirements regarding the termination of
service for non-payment. We seek comment on whether we should adopt similar requirements in the
broadband context. What should be recipients’ obligations to serve a customer that is a high credit risk?
Is a security deposit requirement a reasonable way for a recipient to ensure the creditworthiness of a
customer? Is it sufficient? Are there other types of “reasonable requirements” that should be used to
ensure creditworthiness?

128.  We also seek comment on whether, separate and apart from the process of relinquishing
ETC designation, there is a need to adopt rules relating to exit from the marketplace to ensure that there is
a provider willing and able to serve customers in that area.”””> We seek comment on whether to require
recipients to comply with Commission rules regarding appropriate notice and approval before
discontinuing service.”** How should the federal obligations deal with any market exit on the part of the
recipient?”” If there is only one supported provider in an area, what happens if the recipient discontinues
operations in the supported area? What provider would assume the public interest obligations? Should
that determination be made by state regulators or the Commission? Under what statutory authority would
a state determine who must assume federal obligations? Additionally, if a recipient subsequently declares
bankruptcy, what effect will the declaration of bankruptcy have on its public interest obligations and the
subsidy that it receives? Should the public interest obligations the Commission adopts continue to apply
to a recipient in bankruptcy proceedings, or should the obligations be transferred to another provider to
serve the area? Who should make that determination—the Commission or a state regulator? Do we need
to adopt new rules to address this issue?

129.  Coverage Requirement. We seek comment on whether to adopt a coverage requirement
in addition to a service requirement. In the event we choose to adopt a coverage requirement, we seek
comment on how we would create the measurement for such a requirement.”” Should there be a uniform
national requirement that recipients must serve a specified percentage of housing units within a given
geographic territory with broadband service, such as 99%? We propose to define “housing unit” per the
U.S. Census Bureau: “A housing unit is a house, an apartment, a mobile home, a group of rooms, or a
single room that is occupied (or if vacant, is intended for occupancy) as separate living quarters. Separate
living quarters are those in which the occupants live and eat separately from any other persons in the
building and which have direct access from the outside of the building or through a common hall.”*’

130.  Alternatively, the Commission could determine the number of housing units in each area
that meet selected criteria, such as being located in an area with population density above a specified
threshold, or deemed serviceable for less than a particular cost estimated by a model. Should the

(Continued from previous page)
4138, para. 3 (2010). Some commenters argued the proposal would be insufficient given the high cost of special
construction charges in Puerto Rico. See, e.g., Comments of Puerto Rico Telephone Company, WC Docket Nos.
05-337, 03-109, CC Docket No. 96-45, at 6 (filed June 7, 2010).

23 We note that section 214(e)(4) of the Act addresses relinquishment of ETC designation. 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(4).
2447 CFR. § 63.71.
% See Bluhm & Bernt at 43-45.

2% Because the specific objective of the first phase of the CAF program is to provide non-recurring support for
deployment of networks to provide broadband and voice services in areas unserved by broadband, we seek comment
elsewhere on similar alternative coverage requirements to which only recipients of funding in the first phase of the
CAF would be subject. See infra para. 310.

27 See U.S. Census Bureau, State and County QuickFacts, Housing Units,
http://quickfacts.census.gov/qfd/meta/long HSG010209.htm (last visited Feb. 9, 2011).
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Commission adopt, in consultation with Tribal governments, tailored coverage requirements for Tribal
lands?**®

131.  Are there scenarios where it would be preferable for recipients themselves to establish the
coverage requirement they must meet? For example, in scenarios where parties bid for support, should
we require potential recipients to specify the number of housing units that they would pass or cover with
broadband infrastructure in the designated area should they win the bidding?*” Winning bidders would
then be required to pass or cover their specified number of housing units.

132.  Above, in the context of providing voice telephony service, we proposed that recipients
be permitted to partner with another voice provider, such as a satellite or wireless voice provider, to
provide “voice telephony service” in areas where the recipient has not yet built out its network.*'
Similarly, we propose that recipients be permitted to partner with another broadband provider, such as a
satellite or wireless broadband provider, to provide broadband service in areas where the recipient has not
yet built out its network. In such arrangements where a recipient partners with another provider to
provide broadband service to a portion of its service area, should customers’ voice service be provided by
the current voice COLR, or also by the partner?”'' We propose that the primary recipients of funding be
responsible for ensuring compliance by themselves and their partner with any broadband obligations
ultimately adopted by the Commission, regardless of whether they or their partner physically provides the
service.

133.  Satellite service is ideally suited for serving housing units that are the most expensive to
reach via terrestrial technologies, because there is little marginal cost to add a subscriber, assuming
capacity is available.”'> Thus, serving the most expensive locations with satellite would reduce the
overall support levels needed, and we would expect recipients to want to partner with satellite providers
in the most expensive unserved areas. In order to most efficiently leverage the capacity of satellite
throughout the unserved high-cost areas across the nation, should we limit the number of housing units in
a given service area that can be served by a partnering arrangement with a satellite provider?”"

134.  Alternatively, we seek comment on whether support recipients should be allowed to
carve out from the coverage requirement a small percentage of housing units that may be served by high-
speed Internet access service—such as satellite service—that may not meet the minimum performance
metrics adopted by the Commission.”'* If we pick a specific percentage (e.g., no more than two to five
percent of housing units in a given area), we acknowledge that in some areas, because of terrain or
density, recipients may have a higher percentage of housing units that can only be served by broadband
with different performance metrics, while in other areas, a recipient may be able to serve all housing units
with broadband that meets the Commission-adopted metrics. We seek comment on these issues.

2% We note that the Commission has recognized that Tribes are inherently sovereign governments that enjoy a
unique relationship with the federal government, and we have reaffirmed our policy to promote a government-to-
government relationship between the Commission and federally recognized Indian tribes. Statement of Policy on
Establishing a Government-to-Government Relationship with Indian Tribes, 16 FCC Red 4078, 4079-80 (2000)
(Tribal Policy Statement).

209 . . . . .. .
Although we propose measuring coverage in terms of housing units passed, CAF recipients must serve requesting
business customers, too.

20 See supra para. 95.

2 See Windstream July 12, 2010 Comments at 14 n.27 (suggesting the Commission support a satellite provider of
last resort for broadband and a terrestrial provider of last resort for telephone service).

212 See infra note 433 (discussing debate over satellite capacity).
3 See infra para. 272.

214 See CenturyLink July 12, 2010 Comments at 15 n.43 (suggesting an exception for hardest-to-reach customers to
be served by satellite-delivered broadband services).
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135.  If we adopt a coverage requirement, we seek comment on whether recipients should be
required to complete deployment within a specific timeframe, such as three years.?'> We seek comment
on alternative timeframes. We note that, currently, Commission-designated ETCs are not required to be
able to serve their entire service area at the time of designation, but must commit only to offering service
throughout the service area.”'® However, we propose adopting a specific timeframe so that we can ensure
public funds are being used effectively. We seek comment on how recipients should demonstrate
compliance with a coverage requirement, and their progress towards meeting it. For example, the
Commission proposed requiring Mobility Fund recipients to conduct “drive tests” in order to verify the
coverage of their networks built with Mobility Fund support.”’” Given that CAF will be available to both
fixed and mobile broadband providers, what sort of verification requirement would be appropriate?
Should recipients of support under the existing programs be required to demonstrate the extent broadband
coverage is improved through receipt of existing funding, and if so, how would they do so? We propose
that recipients be subject to an annual certification regarding compliance with the coverage and
deployment requirement. How should compliance with these requirements be monitored and enforced?

136.  We seek comment on this proposal, including specific milestones for deployment. What
milestone is appropriate for the end of the first year, for instance, recognizing that capital investment
projects typically require significant planning, engineering analyses, and issuance of requests for
proposal, which can be time consuming? Are there critical factors that should be taken into account in
establishing timetables for deployment in different areas? Should there be different timetables on Tribal
lands or in insular areas? What additional interim deployment requirements should be imposed on CAF
recipients serving Tribal lands, if additional time is required to complete deployment in areas in which
population demographics are significantly below national averages, where infrastructure does not
currently exist, or where Tribal land use access permitting is required? In the alternative, under what
circumstances might deployment schedules on Tribal lands be shortened? Should there be different
timetables for carriers that meet the definition of a small entity?*'* We note that recipients deploying new
infrastructure also would have to comply with the National Environmental Policy Act and other relevant
federal environmental statutes,”"” as well as all local requirements for construction. Are there areas where
the projected time needed to comply with those environmental requirements would make it appropriate to
adopt alternative deployment schedules, such as weather or construction seasons?

b. Affordable and Reasonably Comparable Rates

137.  We propose that recipients must offer voice and broadband (individually and together) in
rural areas at rates that are affordable and reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas. As noted above,
section 254(b) directs that universal service policies be designed to make services available at “just,
reasonable, and affordable” rates,220 and to make services in rural areas available at rates that are
“reasonably comparable” to rates in urban areas.””' Additionally, the National Broadband Plan
recommended that “subsidized providers should be subject to specific service quality and reporting

215 Recipients of Recovery Act funding were given three years to complete their projects. 74 Fed. Reg. 33104,
33110 (2009).

218 See ETC Designation Report and Order, 20 FCC Red at 6380-82, paras. 21-24. ETCs must file a five-year
network improvement plan, and then an annual report thereafter, covering build-out progress, outages, service
requests, and complaints. 47 C.F.R. § 54.209.

27 See Mobility Fund NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 14729-31, paras. 40-44.

218 See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6685, App. A (Initial Regulatory Flexibility Analysis, defining
small entities).

21947 C.F.R. Ch. 1, Subpart I.
2047 U.S.C. § 254(b)(1).
2147 U.S.C. § 254(b)(3).
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requirements, including obligations to report on service availability and pricing. Recipients of funding
should offer service at rates reasonably comparable to urban rates.”**

138.  If the Commission ultimately makes broadband a supported service, then it is critical the
Commission have sufficient information to ensure compliance with the statutory directives. Even if
broadband is not designated a supported service, however, we seek comment on whether providers should
be required to offer broadband at affordable and reasonably comparable rates as a condition of receiving
support. We emphasize that, if such an approach were followed, our intent in these proposals is not to
price regulate broadband service; rather, we seek to ensure that we are not using public funding to
subsidize recipients more than necessary, taking into account the rates that consumers generally pay when
receiving broadband service from unsubsidized providers.

139.  We seek comment on how the Commission should obtain data on voice and broadband
pricing to develop possible rate benchmarks for supported voice and/or broadband service, in order to
satisfy Congress’s requirement that universal service ensure that services are available to all regions,
“including rural, insular, and high cost areas,” at rates that are “affordable” and “reasonably comparable”
to those in urban areas.”” Should the Commission collect pricing data from providers, or are there
adequate third-party reports or other means by which to ensure these statutory obligations are met?

140.  Affordable. Section 254(b) directs that universal service policies be designed to make
services available at “affordable” rates.”** We seek comment on how to assess whether rates for
broadband and voice are affordable. With respect to supported voice service, we have explained in the
past that affordability should be assessed based on the totality of the Commission’s universal service
programs, and we have viewed the telephone subscribership penetration rate as strong evidence that our
universal service programs as a whole provide sufficient support to ensure that rates are affordable.”” We
have also pointed to data showing that average consumer expenditures on telephone service as a
percentage of household expenditures have been relatively stable over time—approximately 2 percent—
even while the amount of telephone service consumers are purchasing has increased.”

22 The National Broadband Plan at 145-46; see also, e.g., AT&T Comments in re NBP PN #19, App. A at 19 (filed
Dec. 7, 2009) (arguing that recipients should provide supported services at rates, terms and conditions reasonably
comparable to those offered in urban areas); Qwest Comments in re NBP PN #19, at 4 (filed Dec. 7, 2009) (arguing
that winning bidders of subsidies to deploy broadband to unserved areas should be limited to charging no more than
125% of the state-wide average for comparable broadband service); OPASTCO Comments in re NBP PN #19, at 21
(filed Dec. 7, 2009) (arguing that ETCs should be required to serve all customers at minimum broadband speeds and
maximum rates).

23 47 U.S.C. §§ 254(b)(1), (3). One possible approach would be for providers to report the total revenue associated
with all delivered products (including voice, video and broadband Internet access services), and identify the
attributes associated with that revenue, such as the types of services provide (e.g., voice, video, and broadband) and
key descriptors of those services (e.g., basic video, extended video, very high speed Internet access). The
Commission could then determine the average effective price for each attribute in a given area by performing
statistical analysis on aggregate revenue and attribute data across areas large enough to generate a significant
number of measurements. Modernizing the FCC Form 477 Data Program, WC Docket No. 11-10, Development of
Nationwide Broadband Data to Evaluate Reasonable and Timely Deployment of Advanced Services to All Americans,
Improvement of Wireless Broadband Subscribership Data, and Development of Data on Interconnected Voice over
Internet Protocol (VolP) Subscribership, WC Docket No. 07-38, Service Quality, Customer Satisfaction, Infrastructure
and Operating Data Gathering, WC Docket No. 08-190, Review of Wireline Competition Bureau Data Practices, WC
Docket No. 10-132, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, FCC 11-14, at paras. 66-76 (rel. Feb. 8, 2011) (Broadband Data
NPRM) (seeking comment on whether and how the Commission should collect price data).

24 See supra Section V.A (National Goals and Priorities for Universal Service).
25 Owest 1 Remand Order, 25 FCC Red at 4080-81, para. 18, 4101-11, para. 54.

226 Owest Il Remand Order, 25 FCC Rcd at 4081, para. 19; see also Sept. 2010 Trends in Telephone Service, 3-1; 3-
3, Table 3-1 (“About 2% of all consumer expenditures are devoted to telephone service. This percentage has
(continued....)

4603



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

141.  Applying a similar approach to broadband may be more difficult, however. Many
variables other than affordability affect penetration, including lack of necessary equipment such as a
computer, a lack of digital literacy and a belief that broadband is not relevant.*” Moreover, some of the
metrics that we have used in the past for voice service—such as the relative stability of expenses over
time—may not be readily available. We thus seek comment on appropriate ways to measure affordability
of broadband service in the absence of longitudinal data regarding the pricing of such service.”*®

142.  When the Commission initially implemented the 1996 Act, it noted that a variety of
factors may affect affordability, including non-rate factors such as income levels, cost of living,
population density, and the size of the customer’s local calling area.” We seek comment on what factors
are relevant in today’s environment for determining affordability of broadband. To what extent should
we take into account income levels in determining affordability,”’ how would that interplay with the
statutory requirement that rates be reasonably comparable,”' and what would be the implications of doing
so for reforming our current programs to support broadband? Would it be feasible to implement a system
where support is available only to subsidize the cost of serving customers under a specified income level?
Should we establish a national benchmark for affordability?

143.  We also seek comment on whether to adopt specific requirements to ensure that voice
and broadband services supported by universal service are affordable.”*> Should we require recipients to
offer a basic tier of broadband service at an affordable rate? If so, would we need to specify what an
“affordable rate” is, or specify an upper bound for such a rate using a dollar figure, a percentage of the
national average, or some other measure such as two standard deviations above the national average?
Should there be different broadband performance requirements for such a tier? What role should our low-
income programs play in ensuring the affordability of broadband services? Is affordability an issue best
addressed outside the high-cost program?

144.  Reasonably Comparable. Section 254(b) directs that universal service policies be
designed to make services in rural areas available at rates that are “reasonably comparable” to rates in
urban areas.” We seek comment on how to measure whether rates are reasonably comparable, and
whether, for this purpose, we should look at rates for voice and broadband individually, or combined. For
the purposes of high-cost support for non-rural carriers, the Commission has defined “reasonably

(Continued from previous page)
remained virtually unchanged over the past twenty years, despite major changes in the telephone industry and in
telephone usage.”).

227 See National Broadband Plan at 168; Omnibus Broadband Initiative, Broadband Adoption & Use in America;
OBI Working Paper Series No. 1, p. 24-33 (February 2010) (OBI, Broadband Adoption) (describing non-adopters
and barriers to adoption).

28 See infra para. 137 (proposing that recipients must offer voice and broadband (individually and together) in rural
areas at rates that are affordable and reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas).

9 Universal Service First Report & Order, 12 FCC Red at 8840-42, paras. 114-117. The Commission concluded
that states, by virtue of their local ratemaking authority, should exercise primary responsibility for determining
affordability of rates.

2% We note that in its most recent recommended decision, the Joint Board highlighted several issues related to
extending Lifeline universal service support to include broadband. Joint Board 2010 Recommended Decision, 24
FCC Rced at 15625-26, para. 77.

Bl 47U.S.C. § 254(b)(1).

32 See infra para. 573 (proposing to adopt a rate benchmark that moves from a voice benchmark to a voice and
broadband rate benchmark).

23 See supra Section V.A (National Goals and Priorities for Universal Service).
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comparable” in terms of a national rate benchmark.”* The national rate benchmark for voice service is
currently set at two standard deviations above the average urban rate as reported in the most recent annual
rate survey published by the Wireline Competition Bureau.”> Rates in rural areas that fall within the
national rate benchmark are presumed to be reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas.”*® In practice,
voice rates are often the same across a state to comply with state requirements.”’ Where there are
differezglges, however, rural rates within most states tend to be lower than urban rates in those same

states.

145. We seek comment on whether to adopt a similar definition of “reasonably comparable”
for voice and broadband rates, such that rural rates for voice and broadband together are deemed
reasonably comparable if within two standard deviations of a national rate benchmark for voice and
broadband. If we adopt the definition used for the provision of high-cost support to non-rural carriers for
voice service, should we modify it so that we do not provide support to carriers whose combined voice
and broadband rates in rural areas are below the average urban rate to ensure that we do not subsidize
networks where the retail price of the service offering is significantly below a national benchmark? We
also seek comment on how to compare voice and broadband offerings across regions that may include
many pricing and service-quality variations.

146.  Alternatively, should we adopt a different upper bound on the rates for broadband and
voice services supported by our existing high-cost program or the CAF? For those carriers that receive
support in only a portion of their service area, should we require that those recipients charge no more for
broadband or voice in subsidized areas than they do in non-subsidized areas?”*’ If so, how would we deal
with recipients that are subsidized in all areas? Should we require that, in order to receive funding, rates
for broadband in subsidized areas be no more than a certain percentage of the average urban rate?**

147.  We also seek comment on whether the Commission should require recipients to file with
the Commission rates that it will charge customers for a set period after receiving funding.**'

[ Additional Considerations

148.  Joint Infrastructure Use. Some commenters have suggested that we consider policies to
encourage sharing of infrastructure, including by residential and anchor institution users.”*> We seek

234 Owest Il Remand Order, 25 FCC Rcd at 4076, para. 8; see 47 C.F.R. §54.316(b); Order on Remand, 18 FCC Red
at 22582-89, 22607-10, paras. 38-48, 80-82.

235 Owest Il Remand Order, 25 FCC Rcd at 4076, para. 8; see 47 C.F.R. §54.316(b); 2008 Reference Book of Rates.
38 Owest 1l Remand Order, 25 FCC Red at 4076, para. 8.

27 Such requirements typically apply to voice but not broadband as state commissions typically do not regulate
broadband services.

38 Owest 1l Remand Order, 25 FCC Red at 4095-96, para. 43.

9 Comments of the Regulatory Studies Program of the Mercatus Center at George Mason University (Mercatus
Center), WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 12 (filed July 9, 2010).

20 See supra para. 458 et seq. (proposing all recipients must report on deployment, adoption, and pricing data for
voice and broadband).

2! Mercatus Center July 9, 2010 Comments, at 10 (“It is difficult to see how the FCC could legally subsidize
broadband without having the provider make some type of commitment on the price it will charge as a quid pro quo
for universal service subsidies.”).

2 See, e.g., Comments of COMPTEL, GC Docket No 09-51, at 9-10 (filed June 8, 2009) (“Any strategy for
achieving maximum utilization of broadband infrastructure must include a requirement that incumbent LECs
provide nondiscriminatory access to their broadband networks at wholesale rates to competing broadband service
providers, competing Internet service providers and competing information service providers.”); Reply Comments
of Consumer Federation of America, Consumers Union, Free Press, Media Access Project, National Alliance for
(continued....)
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comment on the costs and benefits of such applying such policies in the universal service context. On the
one hand, facilities-sharing arrangements could result in more efficient use of supported infrastructure.**
Some parties, including PCIA — The Wireless Infrastructure Association, have suggested that providers
share services or facilities with other providers.244 Indeed, some, including AT&T and CTIA, have
provided examples of successful sharing arrangements.** On the other hand, we recognize that
mandating such policies could discourage participation in universal service programs or increase the costs
to the Fund. We seek comment on the appropriate role of such policies in the USF context, if any,
including how we might promote voluntary sharing arrangements.

149. We also seek comment on how USF can best achieve synergies with the connectivity
objectives articulated for schools, libraries, and rural health care facilities in section 254.2* Where build
out is required to connect these particular types of community anchor institutions—for example, through
the construction of lateral connections to regional fiber networks—should this construction be supported
through the CAF, E-Rate, or Rural Health Care programs, individually or in combination? Would such a
requirement complement or overlap any goals or requirements of those programs?**’ Should USF
recipients have any obligations to serve anchor institutions, such as health care facilities or community
centers, in the communities in which they serve residential customers?*** On the one hand, we recognize
(Continued from previous page)
Media Arts + Culture, New America Foundation’s Open Technolology Initiative, and Public Knowledge in re NBP
Public Notice #30, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4 (filed Jan. 27, 2010) (supporting “the reintroduction of some form of
infrastructure sharing policies if competition does not emerge under current market trends.”). See Reply Comments
Sought in Support of National Broadband Plan, GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137, Public Notice, 25 FCC Red
241 (2010) (NBP PN #30).

% Health Network Group Organized by Internet2 Comments in re NBP PN #17, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4-5 (filed
Dec. 2, 2009). See Comment Sought on Health Care Delivery Elements of National Broadband Plan, GN Docket
Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137, WC Docket No. 02-60, 24 FCC Red 13728 (2009) (NBP PN #17)

2 For example, in response to the Mobility Fund NPRM, PCIA recommended that the Commission encourage
collocation of wireless antennas on existing infrastructure and require collocation opportunities on new structures
constructed with Mobility Fund support “where feasible for the given deployment” to spur competitive entry in
unserved markets. Comments of PCIA—The Wireless Infrastructure Association, WT Docket No. 10-208, at 4
(filed Dec. 16, 2010). Also in response to the Mobility Fund NPRM, MetroPCS Communications Inc. argued that
Mobility Fund “recipients should be required to agree to provide data roaming over their Mobility Fund-enabled
networks on just, reasonable and nondiscriminatory terms” and to “permit resale of their services on fair and
reasonable prices.” Comments of MetroPCS Communications Inc., WT Docket No. 10-208, at 14-15 (filed Dec. 16,
2010). See also Comments of Rural Internet and Broadband Policy Group, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 16 (filed June
8, 2009) (asserting that access, nondiscrimination, and infrastructure sharing “are especially important to boost
competition in rural areas.”).

> Comments of AT&T, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 45-46 (filed Nov. 4, 2009) (noting that “[t]here are many
instances of competing or neighboring broadband service providers working together in consortia to lower their
backhaul costs” and that “in many states ILECs have banded together in statewide consortia to construct and operate
shared fiber rings”); Letter from Christopher Guttman-McCabe, Vice President, Regulatory Affairs, CTIA — The
Wireless Association®, to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 18 (filed April 29, 2010)
(“noting a strong trend of collocations involving multiple carriers sharing the same towers.”); Comments of Sprint
Nextel Corp., GN Docket Nos. 09-51, 157, at 43 (filed Sept. 30, 2009) (describing its own sharing arrangement and
observing that “[s]haring the costly expenses associated with carrier-grade monitoring, diagnostic, and repair
services reduces operating costs in rural, remote and underserved areas.”).

26 See 47 U.S.C. § 254(h); 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.501, 54.601.

27 See infra para. 416 (seeking comment on whether to take into account the cumulative effect of the four USF
disbursement programs).

8 Community anchor institutions are large potential customers of broadband that could reduce broadband-related
costs in unserved areas by aggregating demand, and could include institutions such as K-12 schools, community
colleges, colleges and universities, town halls, federal and corporate research laboratories, libraries, museums,
hospitals, and clinics. National Broadband Plan at 153-154. The American Telemedicine Association argues
(continued....)
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the critical importance of ensuring adequate access to broadband infrastructure for community anchor
institutions and recognize the value of specialized programs tailored to the unique needs of particular
anchor institutions. On the other hand, splitting infrastructure and/or service funding among different
programs that serve discrete types of institutions may forego potential efficiencies from aggregating
funding for multi-use broadband networks.**’

150.  Other Public Interest Obligations. We seek comment on whether any additional public
interest obligations should apply to USF recipients. To the extent broadband is not a supported service,
should we nonetheless require recipients to market their broadband service, and if so, should we specify
minimum requirements? Should recipients be required to provide customers with the option to subscribe
to a basic broadband service on a stand-alone basis, without having to subscribe to voice or pay television
services? Should the recipient be prohibited from requiring a term commitment or imposing an early
termination penalty?*’

151.  We also seek comment on public interest requirements that should apply to carriers
providing service on Tribal lands.”®' Should recipients be required to engage with Tribal governments to
provide broadband to Tribal and Native community institutions? If so, should the requirements mirror
those adopted in the general context? Should the Commission adopt tailored rules relating to broadband
public interest obligations on Tribal lands, in consultation with Tribal governments, to ensure that
broadband becomes widely available in ways that voice service has not? Are there additional
requirements that should apply on Tribal lands?

152.  Evolution. Above, we seek comment on periodically re-evaluating the broadband
performance metrics. Here, we propose that we periodically re-evaluate the broadband public interest

(Continued from previous page)
against using rural health care funds for broadband network construction because a “community’s needs are best met
through a common infrastructure.” See ATA RHC NPRM Comments at 3-5; see also Health Network Group
Organized by Internet2 Comments in re NBP PN #17, filed Dec. 2, 2009, at 4-5 (suggesting that “the creation of
independent special purpose networks . . . does not encourage the aggregation of services” and “does not consider
the community needs such as economic development”); Letter from John Windhausen, Jr., Telepoly, to Marlene H.
Dortch, FCC, GN Docket Nos. 09-191, 10-127, WC Docket No. 07-52 (filed July 27, 2010) (supporting anchor
institutions having at least a 1 gigabit per second connection); National Broadband Plan at 10.

2 Several parties have recommended that CAF recipients connect to community anchors institutions and to the
national Research and Education networks. See Comments of Communications Workers of America (CWA), WC
Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of Internet2, WC Docket
Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 1-2 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of National LambdaRail, WC
Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4 (July 12, 2010) (all recommending that); Health Network
Group Organized by Internet2 Comments in re NBP PN #17, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4-5 (filed Dec. 2, 2009). See
Comment Sought on Health Care Delivery Elements of National Broadband Plan, GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51,
09-137, WC Docket No. 02-60, 24 FCC Red 13728 (2009) (NBP PN #17). See also supra Section V.C. We also
note that section 254(h)(1)(A)-(B) requires telecommunications carriers to provide service to qualifying rural health
care providers and schools and libraries for qualifying purposes at rates reasonably comparable to urban rates (in the
case of health care providers) and at a discounted amount that is “appropriate and necessary to ensure affordable
access to and use of such services by such entities” (in the case of schools and libraries). 47 U.S.C. § 254(h)(1)(A)-

(B).

2% ETCs would continue to be subject to other Commission rules, as applicable. See, e.g., 47 C.F.R. §§ 1.20000, et
seq. (Communications Assistance for Law Enforcement Act (CALEA)), 47 C.F.R. §§ 8.1, et seq. (Preserving the
Open Internet), 47 C.F.R. §§ 64.601 ef seq. (Telecommunications Relay Services), and 47 C.F.R. §§ 64.3000, et seq.
(E-911). We note that some commenters have suggested that compliance with the Commission’s open Internet rules
should be spelled out as a public interest obligation for USF recipients, and seek comment on this suggestion. See,
e.g., Letter from Matthew F. Wood, Associate Director, Media Access Project, to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary,
FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, 03-109, and WT Docket No. 10-208 (filed Feb. 1,
2011).

31 See supra note 208.
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obligations. Should public interest obligations be re-evaluated at the same time the Commission re-
evaluates its definition of broadband, or less frequently? We seek comment on the effect that changing
the obligations would have on program administration and on funding recipients. In light of changing
technological developments and marketplace conditions, how can the Commission best ensure that public
interest obligations remain useful and up to date, with minimal disruption to recipients’ deployment
plans? We acknowledge that the evolution of obligations will affect the support levels necessary to meet
these obligations. We therefore propose the Commission re-examine funding levels each time it re-
evaluates the public interest obligations. Are there other ways that the Commission could ensure that its
public interest obligations provide meaningful standards on an ongoing basis?

153.  Remedies for Non-Compliance. We seek comment on remedies for failure to meet any
public interest obligations, including but not limited to loss of universal service funding and repayment of
funds already disbursed. Pursuant to Commission rules and directives, USAC already has the authority to
recover funds through its established processes in instances where an audit or investigation finds that a
recipient failed to comply with high-cost program rules and requirements. We propose that USAC also
recover funds through its normal processes in instances where an audit or investigation finds that a
recipient has failed to comply with certain CAF program rules and requirements.””> We seek comment on
this proposal. Should states or the Commission establish additional penalties to be imposed on a recipient
that fails to fulfill its public interest obligations in a geographic area?

154.  Waiver Process. We note that some recipients may require more time to come into
compliance with the obligations proposed here, whether because their unserved customers exhibit certain
costs characteristics or because support amounts are not sufficient to deploy broadband-capable facilities
as widely within their service areas. We propose to allow those carriers that are unable to meet a
deployment schedule that we may adopt in the future to seek a waiver of the requirement from the
Commission. We seek comment on this proposal and ask what the criteria should be for such a waiver.

155.  Role of States and Tribal Governments. We seek comment on the role of states and
Tribal governments in enforcing compliance with these federally defined public interest obligations.
Should states be responsible for enforcement? If so, in states where the public utility commission does
not have jurisdiction over broadband providers, should a different state agency be responsible for
enforcement? Where will funding for any additional administration and enforcement come from?
Because Tribal governments are not political subdivisions of states but are, instead, sovereign nations that
share a trust relationship with the federal government, should they be required to coordinate enforcement
actions with the federal government? If a state or Tribal government declines to enforce these
obligations, or lacks the legal authority to do so, should the Commission itself be responsible for
enforcing the obligations?

156.  We also seek comment on whether states or Tribal governments may impose additional
obligations on funded providers. If so, should the state or Tribe bear the costs associated with those
obligations? Does the Commission have the authority to direct states or Tribal governments to impose
and enforce additional obligations under existing precedent?”> As providers transition to all-IP networks,
with voice as an application on such networks, what will be the role of state commissions generally in

32 See Letter from Dana R. Shaffer, FCC, to Scott Barash, USAC (Oct. 13, 2010), available at
http://www.fcc.gov/omd/usac-letters/2010/101310CPA-USAC.pdf (re independent CPA firm and USAC’s
procedures for follow-up on audit findings and recommendations in USF program engagements) (Oct. 13, 2010
USAC Letter); Letter from Steven Van Roekel, FCC, to Scott Barash, USAC (Feb. 12, 2010), available at
http://www.fcc.gov/omd/usac-letters/2010/021210-ipia.pdf (re implementation of the Improper Payments
Information Act of 2002 (IPIA) assessment program and companion audit program) (Feb. 12, 2010 USAC Letter).

33 See United States Telecom Assoc. v. FCC, 359 F.3d 554, 565 (D.C. Cir. 2004) (finding the Commission may not
delegate decision-making authority to outside entities, as opposed to subordinates, absent affirmative evidence of
authority to do so).
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such matters as determining and enforcing COLR obligations for voice carriers, designating ETCs and
monitoring their compliance with ETC voice obligations?

VI NEAR-TERM REFORMS

157.  Over time, we propose to transform the existing high-cost fund into the Connect America
Fund. In the near term, we seek comment on a set of proposals to eliminate waste and inefficiency,
improve incentives for rational investment and operation by companies operating in rural areas, and set
rate-of-return companies on the path to incentive-based regulation. These reforms will also help ensure
that the size of USF is controlled as it transitions from supporting telephone service to broadband.

158.  As discussed in detail below, we seek comment on: (a) modifying high-cost loop support
reimbursement percentages and eliminating loop support known as “safety net”; (b) eliminating local
switching support as a separate funding mechanism; (c) eliminating the reimbursement of corporate
operations expenses; (d) imposing reasonable caps on reimbursable capital and operating costs; and ()
capping total high-cost support at $3,000 per line per year. These reforms would commence in 2012,
although they could be phased in over a period of time. These proposals are intended to ensure incentives
for rate-of-return carriers to invest in and operate modern networks capable of delivering broadband as
well as voice services, while eliminating excessive spending that may ultimately limit funding available
to enable the provision of affordable services to consumers in other rural communities that remain
unserved.

159.  We also seek to encourage small companies to explore opportunities for joint
management and operation so that they can continue to serve their communities and offer innovative
services to meet consumer demand. We seek comment on measures to remove barriers to achieving
efficiencies, specifically to streamline the study area waiver process and revise the “parent trap” rule
which limits support upon acquiring lines of another company so as to provide additional support when a
company acquires lines in areas that are unserved. We propose to implement both of these reforms in
2012.

160.  In addition, beginning in 2012, we propose to eliminate IAS over a few years and
rationalize competitive ETC support over five years, eliminating the identical support rule no later than
2016. We propose to re-direct this funding in two ways. In 2012 and potentially again in 2014, we
propose to disburse a specific amount of money from the Connect America Fund that will bring
broadband to unserved Americans. Through this first phase of the CAF program, we will test an
approach that will provide a fixed amount of funding through a competitive process to companies that
commit to deploying broadband in the area within three years. During this period, existing ETCs will
continue to receive ongoing funding under the existing high-cost programs, subject to any rule changes
we may make, as proposed below. As discussed in more detail below, we also propose to use some of the
reclaimed IAS and competitive ETC support as part of revenue or cost recovery to help offset reductions
in intercarrier compensation rates, particularly interstate access charges, if necessary.”* We seek
comment on these proposals, including on ways to implement these immediate reforms in a technology-
neutral manner.

161.  We conclude this discussion of near term reforms by seeking comment on measures to
encourage state action and how to target funding to areas of greatest need.

A. Rationalizing Loop Support, Local Switching Support, and Interstate Common Line
Support

162.  In this section we seek comment on a number of proposals to rationalize the universal
service mechanisms for rural and rate-of-return carriers. These mechanisms — HCLS, LSS, and ICLS —
often do not provide incentives for controlling capital and operating costs. Moreover, support is not

24 See infra Section XIV.
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distributed among high-cost carriers in a way that maximizes overall consumer benefits across
communities. In some areas, more support is provided than a carrier needs to achieve the goal of
reasonably comparable services at rates that are affordable and reasonably comparable to those in urban
areas, while in other areas carriers cannot afford to deploy modern networks. The intent of the proposals
below is to provide us with additional tools to target funding more effectively to support universal service
in areas served by the smaller telephone companies, while we consider longer term proposals to provide
appropriate amounts of ongoing support for areas that are uneconomic to serve through the Connect
America Fund. Considering such reforms is desirable even without the national imperative to advance
broadband. Many of these rules have not been comprehensively examined in more than a decade, and
prioritize funding in ways that may no longer make sense in today’s marketplace.

163.  We invite commenters to offer additional or alternative solutions or proposals to reform
universal service support for rural and rate-of-return carriers, and request that any comments include
detailed supporting analysis and data. We seek comment on the intersection of these proposals, both with
each other, and the proposals for intercarrier compensation reform, below.”>> We recognize that some of
the proposed rule changes could impact firms that receive public funding from other governmental
agencies, such as RUS. To the extent these proposals in the aggregate would impact company cash flow
to repay outstanding loans, how should we take that into account, while balancing our commitment to
fiscal responsibility?

1. Background

164.  Regulatory Framework. The current high-cost program consists of five separate primary
funding mechanisms: (1) HCLS (with additional support available under safety net additive and safety
valve), (2) high-cost model support (HCMS), (3) LSS, (4) ICLS, and (5) IAS. Companies receive support
depending on whether they are classified as either “rural” or “non-rural” under the Commission’s rules
(rural companies receive high-cost loop support, while non-rural companies receive high-cost model
support), how they are regulated at the interstate level (rate-of-return carriers receive ICLS, while price
cap carriers receive IAS), and the size of the company’s study area LSS.”® In this section, we focus
primarily on the three existing programs — HCLS, LSS and ICLS — that predominantly support rate-of-
return carriers, but also price cap carriers to the extent that they receive HCLS or LSS.*’

165.  Rural carriers have fewer than 100,000 lines and serve predominantly rural areas.”*®
Most, though not all, rural LECs are subject to rate-of-return regulation under Commission regulations.
Our rules in practice provide a stable 11.25 percent return on certain expenditures by rate-of-return
companies, regardless of their marketplace performance.”” Rate-of-return carriers are, by total support,
the largest category of high-cost universal service support recipients. In 2010, high-cost support was
distributed to 1,150 rate-of-return study areas (owned by 754 holding companies) that received high-cost

3 See infra Sections X-XIV.

256 A small number of carriers that converted to price cap regulation relatively recently receive ICLS on a frozen,
per-line basis, not IAS. See, e.g., Windstream Petition for Conversion to Price Cap Regulation and for Limited
Waiver Relief, WC Docket No. 07-171, Order 23 FCC Red 5294, 5302-04, paras. 19-22 (2008) (Windstream Price
Cap Conversion Order). The reforms proposed in this section apply to price cap carriers, including these recent
price cap converts, only to the extent that they receive HCLS or LSS. For a discussion of proposed reforms to IAS
and frozen ICLS for price cap carriers, see infra Sections VI.C and VI.D.

27 See supra note 24. A small number of rural carriers that are price cap companies receive support through
Interstate Access Support.

28 47. C.F.R. § 51.5 (adopting the 1996 Act’s definition of “rural telephone company” for universal service
purposes). Many rural areas are served by non-rural carriers — so classified because they serve too many lines to
meet the definition of “rural carrier” — which often are also subject to price-cap regulation in the federal jurisdiction.

9 In particular, rate-of-return companies have the opportunity to earn a rate of return of 11.25 percent on their
regulated common line investment.
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disbursements of approximately $2.0 billion for serving approximately 5.8 million lines.”®® As shown in
Figure 6 below, on average, rate-of-return carriers received $348 in support per line annually, which is
$29 in support per line per month.

Existing High-Cost Fund by Type of Regulation (2010 Actual Disbursements)

Study Support Eligible Annual Monthly
Regulation Type Areas (in millions) Lines $ / Line $ / line
Rate of Return 1,150 $2,016 5,783,801 $348.48 $29.04
Price-Cap Converts 105 387 4,536,242 $85.26 $7.11
Price-Cap 187 653 106,005,816 $6.16 $0.51
Total ILEC 1,442 $3,055 116,325,859 $26.26 $2.19
Price-Cap + Price-Cap Converts 292 $1,040 110,542,058 $9.40 $0.78

Source: USAC actual disbursements January — December 2010. Amounts shown reflect disbursements
made on an accrual basis for all study areas for which USAC had line count information as of November
2011. Disbursements may include true-ups for earlier years, and disbursements for calendar year 2010
are subject to additional true-ups during future periods.

Note: “Price-Cap Converts” include several ILECs — primarily mid-size carriers — that chose to convert
from rate-of-return regulation to price-cap regulation during the 2008 — 2010 time period.

Figure 6

166.  Over time, aggregate high-cost support for rate-of-return carriers has increased, while
such support for carriers that have chosen to move to price cap regulation has declined, as shown in the
Figure 7 below.

2602010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool. This figure includes ICLS,
HCLS, and LSS received by carriers that are subject to rate-of-return regulation. It does not include ICLS received
by recent converts to price cap regulation or HCLS received by non-rural price cap carriers. A small number of
rural LECs, and most larger carriers that do not meet the definition of a “rural telephone company,” operate under
price-cap regulation rather than rate-of return regulation. The price cap carriers (including several mid-size
companies that recently converted from rate-of-return regulation) received approximately $1 billion for serving over
111 million eligible lines, or $0.78 per line per month. This includes $144 million in high-cost loop support
received by rural price cap carriers.
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Growth in High-Cost Fund by Type of Regulation 2006 — 2010 Actual
($ in millions)

Growth CAGR

Regulation Type 2006 2007 2008 2009 2010 '06-'10 '06-'10
Rate of Return $1,790 $1,834 $1,867 $1,931 $2,016 = $226

Growth 2.5% 1.8% 3.4% 4.4% 12.6% 3.0%
Price-Cap Converts $489 $493 S414 $411 $387 = (S102)

Growth 0.7% -16.1% -0.6% -5.9% -20.9% -5.7%
Price Cap $864 $785 $727 S676 $653 ($212)

Growth -9.2% -7.4% -7.0% -3.4% -24.5% -6.8%
Total ILEC $3,143 $3,112 $3,008 $3,018 $3,055 (588)

Growth -1.0% -3.4% 0.3% 1.2% -2.8% -0.7%

Note: “Price-Cap Converts” include several ILECs — primarily mid-size carriers — that recently converted
from rate-of-return regulation to price-cap regulation during the 2008 — 2010 time period.

Source: 2006 — 2009 disbursements based on Universal Service Monitoring Report 2010. 2010
disbursement data based on USAC actual disbursements January — December 2010. Amounts shown may
include true-ups for earlier years. Disbursements for calendar year 2010 are subject to additional true-ups
during future periods.

Figure 7

167.  HCLS helps offset the non-usage based costs associated with the local loop in areas
where the cost to provide voice service exceeds 115% of the national average cost per line.”' In effect,
HCLS serves to shift some loop cost recovery from the intrastate jurisdiction, in which loop costs are
recovered through local rates and intrastate access charges, to the interstate jurisdiction, to the federal
universal service fund which provides explicit support for such costs.”®*

168. LSS allows incumbent LECs serving 50,000 access lines or fewer to allocate a higher
portion of their switching costs to the interstate jurisdiction and recover those costs through the federal
universal service fund.”” Historically, the rationale for LSS was that mechanical switches were relatively
expensive for the smallest of carriers because such switches were not easily scaled to the size of the

%1 <L oop costs™ are the costs associated with providing the facilities between the carrier’s switch, or central office,
and the end user’s premises. This includes not only the investment in copper loop or fiber cable, but the associated
labor and maintenance costs and a share of overhead costs. Through the Commission’s cost accounting rules,
carriers assign costs to regulated and non-regulated activities, and the regulated costs are further assigned to
functional categories, such as loop or switching. The regulated costs are further allocated between the intrastate and
interstate jurisdictions. See Jurisdictional Separations and Referral to the Federal-State Joint Board, CC Docket
No. 80-286, Order, 25 FCC Red 6046, 6046-48, paras. 2-4 (2010). The terms “loop” and “common line” are often
used interchangeably, but common line costs, as defined by Part 69 of the Commission’s rules include other, non-
loop costs such as general support facilities. See, e.g., 47 C.F.R. § 69.307. As described in more detail below, see
infra para. 176, carriers receive up to 75 percent of their loop costs above a certain cost threshold from HCLS. The
remainder is recovered through the interstate jurisdiction and, specifically, ICLS to the extent their interstate
common line revenue requirement exceeds their SLC revenues.

22 Soe 47 C.F.R. §36.601(a).

23 47 C.F.R. § 36.125(f), (j). The precise amount of the extra allocation depends on a weighting factor determined
by the number of access lines served by the incumbent LEC, with key thresholds established at 10,000, 20,000, and
50,000 lines. See 47 C.F.R. § 36.125(f).
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carrier, and therefore required additional support from the federal jurisdiction. Smaller carriers continue
to receive LSS even though modern switching technology is cheaper and more efficiently scaled to
smaller service areas.”®* Qualification for LSS is solely based on the size of the incumbent LEC study
area. For that reason, a large incumbent LEC holding company, such as CenturyLink, Frontier,
Windstream, or Verizon, may receive LSS for a small study area.”® Incumbent LECs do not have to meet
a high-cost threshold to qualify for LSS.

169.  ICLS helps rate-of return carriers, whether classified as “rural” or “non-rural,” recover
their interstate common line revenue requirements. The common line revenue requirements for carriers
subject to rate-of-return regulation in the federal jurisdiction are equal to their regulated interstate-
allocated expenses plus an 11.25 percent rate of return on investment. Carriers satisfy a portion of their
common line revenue requirements by assessing customers a flat monthly fee called a SLC.**® Because
SLCs are capped, however, few if any rate-of-return carriers can recover sufficient revenues through
SLCs alone. For this reason, rate-of-return carriers receive ICLS to recover any shortfall between their
revenue requirement and their SLC revenues. Because ICLS is uncapped, increases in common line costs
associated with upgrading and maintaining or operating modern networks, and declines in SLC revenues
caused by line loss, both have the effect of increasing federal high-cost universal service support.

170.  Implications of our Regulatory Framework. Rate-of-return carriers, on the whole, have
made significant progress in extending high speed Internet access service in their territories, in part due to
the operation of the Commission’s “no barriers to advanced services” policy.*” As shown in Figure 8
below, according to its 2010 survey, 75 percent of NTCA’s predominantly rural member carriers reported

offering Internet access service at speeds of 1.5 to 3.0 Mbps, up from 30 percent in 20052

2% See, e.g., 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Red at 6610-12, 6613-14 App. A, paras. 254-57, 260-61.
65 See 2010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool.

2% Monthly SLCs are capped at the lesser of the average common line revenue requirement per line per month in a
study area or $6.50 for residential and single line business customers (or $9.20 for multiline business customers).

7 In the Rural Task Force Order, the Commission emphasized that modern telecommunications networks are not
single-use networks and the Commission’s universal service policies should not create barriers to the deployment of
modern technology capable to providing access to advanced services. Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at
13211-12, paras. 199-200. As a result, carriers are permitted to recover high-cost universal service support for
facilities capable of providing broadband data and video services when they are used to provide supported voice
services. Id.

28 NTCA 2010 Broadband/Internet Availability Survey Report, National Telecommunications Cooperative
Association (Jan. 2011); NTCA 2009 Broadband/Internet Availability Survey Report, National Telecommunications
Cooperative Association (November 2009); NTCA 2008 Broadband/Internet Availability Survey Report, National
Telecommunications Cooperative Association (October 2008); NTCA 2007 Broadband/Internet Availability Survey
Report, National Telecommunications Cooperative Association (September 2007); NTCA 2006 Broadband/Internet
Availability Survey Report, National Telecommunications Cooperative Association (August 2006); NTCA 2005
Broadband/Internet Availability Survey Report, National Telecommunications Cooperative Association (September
2005) (NTCA broadband surveys available at
http://www.ntca.org/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3757&Itemid=240). We note that the
NTCA survey refers only to service provided by NTCA members and does not reflect deployment of high speed
Internet access by other providers serving the same areas as NTCA members. NTCA 2010 Broadband/Internet
Availability Survey Report, National Telecommunications Cooperative Association (Jan. 2011).
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High Speed Internet Access Deployment Among NTCA Carriers |
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Figure 8

171. At the same time, our current high-cost universal service rules — combined with potential
lack of clarity regarding what costs should be reimbursable for universal service purposes — may have the
unintended effect of providing some carriers more support than is necessary to ensure reasonably
comparable local voice service at reasonably comparable rates.”® Moreover, our current “no barriers to
advanced services” policy imposes no practical limits on the type or extent of network upgrades, so long
as such networks continue to provide access to voice service. As such, incumbent companies are free to
use high-cost support to deploy broadband networks to areas where there is an unsubsidized competitor,
such as a cable company, as well as to areas where satellite service would be a significantly less
expensive option. Companies also are free to accelerate network upgrades even where a more measured
approach to capital investment might be appropriate, given the demographics of the customer base and
rate of consumer adoption for new services. Absent any limits, the rate-of-return regulatory framework
provides universal service support to both a well-run company operating as efficiently as possible given
the geography and demography of its service area, and a company with high costs due to or exacerbated
by imprudent investment decisions, bloated corporate overhead, or an inefficient operating structure.

172.  In addition, our high-cost universal service rules may subsidize excessively low rates for
consumers served by rural and rate-of-return carriers. One commenter notes that roughly 20 percent of
the residential lines of small rate-of-return companies have monthly rates of $12 or less and another 22
percent have local rates between $12 and $15 per month, while the nationwide average urban rate is

9 We discuss measures to strengthen oversight, including reporting requirements and internal controls, infia
Section VIIIL.
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$15.47 according to the most recent reference book of rates published by the FCC.*”® While individual
consumers in those areas may benefit from such low rates, when a carrier uses universal service support
to subsidize local rates well below those required by the Act, the carrier is spending universal service
funds that could potentially be better deployed to the benefit of consumers elsewhere.

173.  Although the costs of universal service are spread approximately equally among
consumers across the nation, our current rules may not create the right incentives for individual
companies. Given our current regulatory framework, those stakeholders who stand to benefit the most
may, without realizing it, unfairly increase costs for other consumers. Though those carriers are often
acting in the best interests of their customers and communities — and in a manner consistent with or even
encouraged by our current rules — excessive spending in any one community may have the unintended
consequence of limiting opportunities for consumers in other communities and therefore not be in the best
interests of the country as a whole.

174.  Below we propose several measures to control the total amount of support, including,
among other things, eliminating or capping local switching support and capping total high-cost support on
a per-line basis. We believe we have authority to impose such limits. Courts have consistently upheld
Commission measures taken to control universal service costs, including caps on support.””" Our “‘broad
discretion to provide sufficient universal service funding includes the decision to impose cost controls to
avoid excessive expenditures that will detract from universal service.””*”> We also have broad authority
to adopt transitional rules as we move high-cost support to the CAF.>” It is particularly appropriate for
the Commission to craft a transition plan in this context, where we are acting to reconcile the “implicit
tension between” the Act’s goals of “moving toward cost-based rates and protecting universal service.”*”*
We seek comment on this issue.

2. Modification of High-Cost Loop Support

175.  We propose to reduce the reimbursement percentages for high-cost loop support to
promote more equitable distribution of limited HCLS funds. We also propose to eliminate the safety net
additive component of high-cost loop support. We seek comment on these proposals.

176.  As shown in Figure 9 below, HCLS is calculated, in part, based on a formula that allows
carriers to recover a higher percentage of their costs from the interstate jurisdiction as their total
(interstate and intrastate) study area cost per loop (SACPL) increases relative to the national average cost
per loop (NACPL).””

270 etter from Brian J. Benison, AT&T, to Marlene H. Dortch, FCC, dated Feb. 23, 2010, CC Docket No. 01-92,
WC Docket No. 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at Attachment; 2008 Reference Book of Rates, at Table 1.1
(showing urban rates as of Oct. 15, 2007). In 2006, Verizon submitted rate data in the Qwest II Remand proceeding
to support the argument that rural carriers charge, on average, 90 percent of the average urban rate and that many
rural carriers charge less than that. Comments of Verizon, CC Docket No. 96-45, WC Docket No. 05-337,
Declaration at 5 & Attachment B (filed Mar. 27, 2006).

! See Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1108 (“the Commission acted reasonably by adopting a prophylactic tool it has
used numerous times before to control USF growth™); Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620 (cap on high cost growth “reflects a
reasonable balance between the Commission’s mandate to ensure sufficient support for universal service and the
need to combat wasteful spending”).

22 Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1103 (quoting Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620-21).
3 See supra Section IV.
M Southwestern Bell Tel Co. v. FCC, 153 F.3d 523, 538 (8th Cir. 1998).

3 For example, most rural carriers receive support equal to 65 percent of costs in excess of 115 percent of the
NACPL. If the NACPL is $100 and a carrier’s costs are $120, it receives $3.25 in support: ($120 — ($100 *

115%)) * 65%. Those carriers receive support equal to 75 percent of their total costs in excess of the next threshold,
(continued....)
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High-Cost Loop Fund Formulas

% Expense Adjustment

Study Area Size Cost Range as % of National Average Within Range
<200,000 loops 0-115% 0%
115-150% 65%
150% and above 75%
>200,000 loops 0-115% 0%
115% - 160% 10%
160% - 200% 30%
200% - 250% 60%
250% and above 75%

Figure 9

177.  Total HCLS for incumbent LECs is subject to a cap, which is indexed to inflation plus
line growth (or minus line loss, which has been the case in recent years). For 2008, 2009, 2010, and
2011, the indexed cap on high-cost loop support was $1.03 billion, $1.01 billion, $962 million, and $906
million, respectively. The cap operates by adjusting the NACPL used in calculating HCLS upward until
the formula yields a total support amount for all incumbent rural carriers equal to the cap amount. As a
result, even though the 2009 actual NACPL calculated based on data filed by all incumbent LECs is
$423.15, an NACPL of $458.36 is used to calculate HCLS for 2011 because that is the level necessary to
constrain HCLS within the cap.”’® This “ratcheting up” of the NACPL has the effect of concentrating
HCLS among the carriers with the highest costs per loop, at the expense of carriers with high loop costs
that nonetheless are relatively lower when compared to these highest cost carriers.

178.  As discussed above, the current structure may provide inadequate incentive for high-cost
loop support recipients, especially those operating 200,000 or fewer loops, to operate as efficiently as
possible.””” For example, as illustrated in Figure 10 below, data compiled by NECA shows that for most
companies, total net plant has declined with access line loss. However, the investment trends for
companies that in 2009 had a study area cost per loop (SACPL) greater than 150% of the NACPL were
different from what may be expected.”’® Even as these companies experienced increasing rates of access
line loss, their investment in net plant continued to increase. This may suggest that these companies
continue to invest and upgrade their networks more than otherwise would be considered prudent for a
company that is losing customers.

(Continued from previous page)
150 percent of the NACPL. HCLS is calculated based on the size and cost characteristics of an incumbent LEC’s
study area, not at the holding or operating company level. See 47 C.F.R. §§ 36.621, 631; infra para. 218.

276 See National Exchange Carrier Assoc., Inc., NECA’s Overview of Universal Service Fund, Submission of 2009
Study Results USF Filing Overview at 6 (filed Sep. 30, 2010) (NECA 2010 USF Overview Filing), available at
http://www.fcc.gov/web/iatd/neca.html. Actual costs incurred during 2009 are used to calculate 2011 HCLS
payments. In addition, the Rural Task Force Order “froze” the NACPL (notwithstanding the operation of the cap)
at $240 per loop. See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11268, para. 55. Due to the operation of the cap,
however, the $240 frozen NACPL has never been used to actually calculate support.

17 See supra paras. 171 and 176.

28 See National Exchange Carrier Assoc., Inc., Universal Service Fund Data: NECA Study Results, 1999 Report
through 2008 Report, http://www.fcc.gov/web/iatd/neca.html. Staff analysis based on trends in Net Plant and Total
Loops using NECA Universal Service Fund Data Reports from 1999-2008. Analysis is limited to cost company
study areas in existence throughout the entire 10 year period, excluding study areas owned by Regional Bell
Operating Companies, and does not fully account for changes in study areas due to mergers and acquisitions. Study
areas are grouped based on their SACPL relative to the NACPL as reported in the 2008 Report.
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Year over Year Percent Change in Loops and Net Plant ‘
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Year over Year Percent Change in Loops and Net Plant ‘

Study Areas Above 150% of NACPL in 2009
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179.  Asnoted above, because of the operation of an indexed cap on HCLS, total available
HCLS support has decreased in recent years due to the decline in access lines.””” As a result, each year,
lesser total support must be spread among the qualifying carriers. The existing cap on HCLS and rules
for determining support has been sometimes referred to as a “race to the top,” i.e., giving some carriers an
incentive to outspend their neighbors to maintain high-cost support. The net result of our existing HCLS
rules is to concentrate support among a subset of rural carriers with very high costs and to reduce support
to other rural carriers whose costs may be only modestly lower. For instance, in 2007, the cap-adjusted
NACPL was $344 and 1,115 rate-of-return companies qualified for HCLS, with 725 companies having
costs in excess of the 150 percent benchmark.*** By 2010, the NACPL had grown to $424 and only 1,066
rate-of-return companies qualified for HCLS, with 581 companies having costs in excess of the 150
percent benchmark.”®' Moreover, in 2007, 50 percent of HCLS was claimed by the 340 incumbent LECs
with the highest costs per loop, but for 2010, 50 percent of HCLS is concentrated among only 288
incumbent LECs with the highest costs per loop.”** Figure 11 below depicts how HCLS has been

" Total rural high-cost loop support each year is limited to the previous year’s support increased by the sum of
Gross Domestic Product-Chained Price Index plus the percentage change in the total number of rural incumbent
local exchange carrier working loops during the previous calendar year. See 47 C.F.R. §§ 36.603(a), 36.604. See
NECA 2010 USF Overview Filing); NECA 2009 USF-Overview; NECA 2008 USF Overview.

280 See National Exchange Carrier Assoc., Inc., Universal Service Fund Data: NECA Study Results, 2009 Report
(filed Sept. 30, 2010) (NECA 2010 USF Data Filing), http://www.fcc.gov/wcb/iatd/neca.html. 2011 support is
based on 2009 cost data, filed on October 1, 2010. This submission includes data for the current year plus the
previous four years.

%1 See NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.

282 .
See id.
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concentrated among fewer incumbent LECs from 2007 to 2010 and that because of the escalating
NACPL, a smaller number of carriers have costs per loop in excess of 150% of the NACPL.*

Concentration of Declining High-Cost Loop Support Among Fewer Incumbent Carriers, 2007 to 2010

HCLS No. of LECs with highest costs | No. of LECs with costs
Payment . No. of LECs .. .
Vear Qap (in e O receiving half of available HCLS per loop greater than
millions) support 150% of NACPL
2007 $1,050 1,115 340 725
2008 $1,034 1,112 324 701
2009 $1,007 1,106 308 614
2010 $962 1,066 288 581
Figure 11

180.  To facilitate more equitable distribution of limited HCLS funds among rural carriers and
to increase incentives for carriers to operate efficiently, we propose to decrease the current 65% and 75%
support percentages, for incumbent LECs operating 200,000 or fewer loops, to 55% and 65%,
respectively. Such incumbent LECs would be eligible for 55% reimbursement at 115% of the NACPL
and support would increase to 65% when the average cost per loop is 150% or higher than the NACPL.
Because rural LECs also recover 25% of their loop costs from the federal jurisdiction (through SLCs and
ICLS), rural LECs would still receive between 80% and 90% reimbursement of costs in excess of 115%
of the NACPL from the federal jurisdiction with this modification to high-cost loop support.”* A
reduction in the reimbursement percentages, even a modest reduction as proposed, may encourage
incumbent LECs to invest and expend funds more efficiently and effectively, without jeopardizing
universal service. We seek comment on this proposal.

181.  For those rural carriers that have more than 200,000 working loops, the current
reimbursement percentages are 10% when the carrier’s cost per loop exceeds 115% of the NACPL, 30%
at 160%, 60% at 200%, and 75% at 250%.>* We note, however, that no rural incumbent LEC with more
than 200,000 working loops currently qualifies to receive HCLS based on actual costs.*** We also
propose that the Commission’s rule for providing HCLS to carriers with more than 200,000 working
loops be eliminated because there are only five rural incumbent LECs with more than 200,000 working
loops and all five incumbent LECs have costs per loop that are well below the NACPL.**" We seek
comment on this proposal. We also seek comment on whether the 200,000 threshold for providing
support to rural incumbent study areas should be lower and, if so, what the appropriate threshold should
be.

83 Staff analysis of NECA 2010 USF Data Filing. This analysis includes both cost-based and average schedule
incumbent LECs.

28 Carriers would receive between 80% and 90% reimbursement of costs by the combination of recovering 55% or
65% from HCLS and the 25% assignment of loop costs to the federal jurisdiction by jurisdictional separation
process. See 47 C.F.R. § 36.154(c).

547 CF.R. § 36.631(d).

% Windstream Communications, a rural incumbent LEC that operates in Texas, receives frozen per-line HCLS
support pursuant to section 54.305 of the Commission’s rules due to a purchase of former GTE lines in Texas. See
NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.

27 See NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.
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182.  Finally, we note that these proposals would not affect the relative balance of cost
recovery from the interstate and intrastate jurisdictions at an aggregate level as we expect the effect to
spread federal support from a smaller number of carriers to a larger number of carriers. However, to the
extent federal support would be lower for some carriers in particular instances, that could create the need
for increased state support or higher intrastate rates. Any increased intrastate rates may have to be
addressed in connection with our intercarrier compensation reforms discussed later in this Notice.”® We
invite parties to comment on the extent of this potential shift, the effect it will have on the evaluation of
the transition and revenue recovery mechanisms identified in connection with intercarrier compensation
reform, and any measures that might be available to mitigate those effects.

183.  In 2001, as part of the Rural Task Force proceeding, the Commission adopted a rule
known as the “safety net additive” with the intent of providing additional support to rural incumbent
LECs who make additional significant investments in years where high-cost loop support is capped.”®
The safety net additive provides additional loop support if the incumbent LEC realizes growth in year-end
telecommunications plant in service (TPIS) (as prescribed in section 32.2001 of the Commission’s rules)
on a per-line basis of at least 14 percent more than the study area’s TPIS per-line investment at the end of
the prior period.”” Essentially, the safety net additive was designed for an incumbent LEC to receive
support above its capped support amount for incremental additional investment.”' Once an incumbent
LEC qualifies for such support, it receives such support for the qualifying year plus the four subsequent

292
years.

184.  From 2003 to 2010, the safety net additive has increased significantly from $9.1 million
to $78.9 million.””* Tt is projected to be $90.1 million for 2011, an increase of almost ten-fold in nine
years.” Aggregate safety net additive support is not capped. We are concerned that this rule may
provide inadequate incentives for rural incumbent LECs to operate efficiently and that the rule’s design
leads to additional support in situations where no additional investment is occurring. Specifically, some
incumbent LECs that qualify for the safety net additive are not qualifying as a result of significant
increases in investment. To qualify for the safety net additive, an incumbent LECs year-over-year TPIS,
on a per-line basis, must increase by a minimum of 14 percent. If an incumbent LEC loses a significant
number of lines, however, its per-line TPIS may meet the 14 percent threshold because of the loss of lines

8 See infra para. 490.

9 47 C.F.R. § 36.605. The safety net additive was adopted based on the recommendation of the Rural Task Force.
See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Rced at 11276-81, paras. 77-90.

20 See 47 C.F.R. §§ 36.605(c) and 32.2001.

21 Specifically, the safety net additive is equal to the amount of capped high-cost loop support in the qualifying year
minus the amount of support in the year prior to qualifying for support subtracted from the difference between the
uncapped expense adjustment for the study area in the qualifying year minus the uncapped expense adjustment in
the year prior to qualifying for support as shown in the by the following equation: Safety net additive support =
(Uncapped support in the qualifying year—Uncapped support in the base year)—(Capped support in the qualifying
year—Amount of support received in the base year). 47 C.F.R. § 36.605(b).

92 For the four subsequent years, the safety net additive is the lesser of the sum of capped support and the safety net
additive support received in the qualifying year or the rural telephone company's uncapped support. See 47 C.F.R.
§ 36.605(c)(3)(ii).

93 See 2010 Universal Service Monitoring Report at Table 3.7.

% See Universal Service Administrative Company, Quarterly Administrative Filings for 2011, Second Quarter (2Q),
Appendices at HCO1 (filed Jan. 31, 2011) (USAC 2Q 2011 Filing), http://www.usac.org/about/governance/fcc-
filings/2011/.
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and not because of significant increases in investment, contrary to the original intent of the rule to provide
additional funding only for new investment.””

185.  For these reasons, we propose to eliminate the safety net additive. We seek comment on
this proposal. Should we eliminate the safety net additive immediately, or implement a phase-down over
a period of years, such as three years?

3. Local Switching Support

186.  We propose to eliminate local switching support,*® or in the alternative, to combine this
program with high-cost loop support.

187.  Historically, the rationale for LSS was that traditional circuit switches, which were based
on specialized hardware, were relatively expensive for the smallest of carriers because such switches were
not easily scaled to the size of the carrier, and therefore required additional support from the federal
jurisdiction. LSS was created to ensure that small companies would be able to buy large, expensive
hardware-based switches. In recent years, however, telecommunications technology has been evolving
from circuit-switched to an IP-based environment and many smaller rate-of-return carriers are purchasing
soft switches.””” Soft switches and routers tend to be cheaper and more efficiently scaled to smaller
operating sizes than the specialized hardware-based switches that predominated when LSS was created.*”®
For that reason, the size-based eligibility for LSS may be inappropriate in an IP-based environment where
switching platforms may be shared among non-contiguous properties.

188. LSS provides funding for study areas with 50,000 or fewer access lines, but in some
instances, the incumbent LECs that receive LSS serve multiple study areas and much more than 50,000
access lines in total. There are 94 telephone holding companies today that receive local switching support
for more than one study area in a given state.”” For example, in Wisconsin, one carrier provides
telephone service to approximately 137,000 lines in 21 separate study areas. The line counts for those 21
study areas range from a low of 1,073 to a high of 30,430 and received disbursements totaling $2.6
million in LSS for 2010.*° Similarly, another carrier in Wisconsin serves 17 study areas, 14 of which
have less than 50,000 lines each, with approximately 174,000 of its lines in those 14 separate study areas.
The line counts for those 14 study areas range from a low of 1,042 to a high of 45,374 and received
disbursements totaling $2.8 million in LSS for 2010.°" In each instance, because the company chooses to

% For example, we are aware of an incumbent LEC that will receive approximately $6.4 million in safety net
additive during 2011 (the highest among any incumbent LEC), even though its total annual year-end TPIS has
increased only in the range of between 5% and 9% over the past five years. That carrier, however, has lost
approximately 8% of its lines in each of the past two years and 18% of its lines over the past five years.
Additionally, its cost per loop is well below the HCLS qualifying threshold and therefore does not qualify for
HCLS. See USAC 2Q 2011 filing, Appendices at HCO1; NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.

2 See 47 C.F.R. § 54.301.
27 See, e.g., 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Red at 6610-12, 6613-14 App. A, paras. 254-57, 260-61.

% Id. A soft switch connects calls by means of software running on a computer system. In such configurations the
“switching” is virtual because the actual path through the electronics is based on signaling and database information
rather than a physical pair of wires. Soft switches are economically desirable because they offer significant savings
in procurement, development, and maintenance. Such devices feature vastly improved economies of scale compared
to switches based on specialized hardware. Id.; see also infra para. 506 (noting that the current intercarrier
compensation regime creates the perverse incentive to maintain and invest in legacy, circuit-switched-based
networks).

%9 Staff analysis of Universal Service Administrative Company, Quarterly Administrative Filings for 2011, First
Quarter (1Q) (filed Nov. 2, 2010) (USAC 1Q 2011 Filing), Appendices at HC08; NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.

3% 2010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool.
301
1d.
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operate through multiple study areas in the state, it is eligible for LSS; if it were required to report its
costs at the holding company level in a given state, it would not be eligible for LSS at all.

189.  The LSS rule provides support without any high-cost qualifying threshold, i.e., the only
qualification is that incumbent LEC study areas have less than 50,000 lines, even when those companies
are using scalable switching technology and/or are part of a much bigger holding company. As a result,
in 2010, four of the largest carriers in the country received millions (and in some cases tens of millions) of
dollars in local switching support because they have some small study areas. These four carriers received
$16.2 million (7.3 million lines), $14 million (6.6 million lines), $12.6 million (557,847 lines), and $9.4
million (2.9 million lines) each in local switching support during 2010.**

190. LSS in its current form may not appropriately target funding to high-cost areas, nor does
it target funding to areas that are unserved with broadband. For these reasons, we propose to eliminate
LSS and utilize those savings to direct support through the CAF to areas that are unserved. We seek
comment on this proposal. Should we eliminate LSS immediately, in one year, or implement a transition
over a period of years, such as three years? Should we eliminate LSS more quickly, i.e., immediately in
2012, for companies that have more than a specified number of lines, such as 50,000, at the holding
company level? What impact would this proposal have on interstate access charges (if we make no
changes to our access charge rules) or local rates? If we were to eliminate LSS, do we need to allow
existing recipients an opportunity to recover sunk costs associated with their past investment in switches?
In this regard, we request that current local switching support recipients provide information on the types
of switching equipment currently employed, including dates placed in service, and information on the
remaining depreciable life of such equipment.

191.  Alternatively, we propose to combine LSS and HCLS into one high-cost mechanism that
recognizes support should flow to areas with above-average costs. Merging these two support
mechanisms into one may be more appropriate as telecommunications network architecture evolves
toward an all-IP environment; indeed, the distinction between certain switching and loop equipment has
blurred over the years due to the evolution of telecommunications technology. Combining these two
high-cost mechanisms could reduce the incentives for carriers to design network architecture or to classify
equipment in a particular way merely to maximize high-cost support.’” This distinction is important
because a remote switch is eligible for support under the LSS rules, while a remote terminal of a
concentrator is eligible for support under the HCLS rules.***

192.  Finally, merging of LSS and HCLS into one program may also remove the incentive for
carriers not to merge study areas within the same state. The current LSS rules reward incumbent LECs
for maintaining small study areas in a state, even in situations where they have other operations in the
state, by allowing additional recovery of costs from the interstate jurisdiction. Combining LSS with
HCLS may encourage carriers to gain the efficiencies of scale by merging operations with other small

392 Sept. 2010 Trends in Telephone Service, at Table 7.3.

3% In 1992, the Bureau issued a Responsible Accounting Officer Letter 21 (RAO 21) to define how to differentiate
between remote switching equipment and remote terminals of a concentrator. See Responsible Accounting Officer
Letter 21, Classification of Remote Central Office Equipment for Accounting Purposes, 7 FCC Red 6075 (1992)
(RAO 21); see also Letter from Albert M. Lewis, Chief, Pricing Policy Division, Wireline Competition Bureau to
John T. Nakahata, Counsel for Aztek Network, 24 FCC Red 2945 (2009) (clarifying that “the installation of
emergency standalone routing capability at a terminal classified as a remote concentrator prior to installation of such
capability shall not alter the classification of that terminal or location as a remote terminal of a concentrator,
provided that the router does not routinely perform the interconnection function locally.”).

3% The Bureau issued RAO 21 in part to address a concern that some carriers were improperly classifying remote

switches as loop circuit equipment rather than as switching equipment, which would result in greater amounts of
HCLS. See RAO 21 at 1.
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rural study areas, because there no longer would be an advantage to keeping the two study areas separate
to maximize LSS receipts.’”

193.  Under this alternative proposal to revise the Commission’s rules to combine local
switching costs with loop costs into one high-cost loop and switching support mechanism known as local
high-cost support (LHCS), LHCS would be calculated in a similar manner to HCLS, where incumbent
LECs would qualify if their LHCS cost per loop exceeds the national average cost per loop by 115%.
HCLS is currently capped, while LSS is not capped. We propose to establish a cap for the new LHCS as
the sum of the current cap on HCLS in the year of implementation of the proposed rule change, plus total
LSS support paid during the calendar year prior to the implementation of LHCS. In the alternative,
should the new LHCS cap be the sum of the current cap on HCLS in the year of implementation of the
proposed rule change and the amount of LSS received in the prior year by companies with 50,000 or
fewer lines at the holding company level, with the remaining funds, not incorporated into LHCS, folded
into the CAF? This reformed support mechanism would be subject to whatever other rule changes we
adopt as proposed in this Notice, such as the proposal to impose benchmarks on allowable expenses, the
proposal to reduce the reimbursement percentages, and the overall limitation on total support per line.
We propose to index the LHCS cap using the rural growth factor as is currently used for HCLS.**® We
seek comment on these proposals. What impact, if any, would these proposals have on rates for local
service or interstate access charges?’”’

4. Corporate Operations Expenses

194. We propose to reduce or eliminate universal service support for corporate overhead
expenses.

195.  Corporate operations expenses are general and administrative expenses, sometimes
308 . . .
referred to as overhead expense.”” More specifically, corporate operations expense includes expenses for
overall administration and management, accounting and financial services, legal services, and public
relations.

196.  Corporate operations expenses are currently eligible for recovery through HCLS, LSS,
and ICLS,* although for many years the Commission has limited the amount of recovery for these
expenses through HCLS (but not through LSS and ICLS).*"® We estimate that approximately $117
million or 13% of HCLS support during 2011 is for corporate operations expenses.”''

197.  In the Universal Service First Report and Order, the Commission agreed with
commenters that these expenses do not appear to result from costs inherent in providing
telecommunications services, but rather may result from managerial priorities and discretionary
spending.’'? As a result, the Commission limited the amount of corporate operations expense that could
be recovered from HCLS to help ensure that carriers use such support only to offer better service to their
customers through prudent facility investment and maintenance consistent with their obligations under
section 254(k).*"® Section 36.621(a)(4) of the Commission’s current rules specifies the limits on the

3 See supra para. 189.

3% 47 C.F.R. § 36.604.

37 See infira para. 557 (seeking comment on the need to cap interstate access rates).
3% 47 CF.R. § 32.6720.

3947 CF.R. §§ 36.611(e), 54.301, and 54.901.

1947 CFR. § 36.611(¢).

3! Staff analysis of NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.

312 See Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Red at 8930, para. 283.
3 See id. at 12 FCC Red at 8930, para. 283.
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amount of corporate operations expense that may be recovered from HCLS.*"* Holding companies with
multiple operating companies in different study areas allocate their overhead costs among their study
areas. This creates incentives for such holding companies to arbitrarily allocate overhead to avoid the
corporate operations expense limitations for HCLS.

198.  To focus finite universal service funds more directly on investments in network build-out,
maintenance, and upgrades, we propose to eliminate the eligibility for recovery of corporate operations
expenses through HCLS, LSS, and ICLS. We seek comment on this proposal. We also seek comment on
alternatives to outright elimination of corporate operations expense as eligible for recovery, such as
limiting the amount of corporate operations expenses eligible for recovery at the holding company level,
rather than at the study area level. Such a proposal could eliminate potential gamesmanship in the
allocation of such expenses among commonly-owned study areas. We also seek comment on whether
there is any basis to permit recovery of such expenses for one program as opposed to another.

199.  Through operation of the indexed cap on HCLS, the overall amount of HCLS available to
carriers has decreased in recent years from $1.01 billion in 2009 to $906 million for 2011 due to the
decline in access lines.””® As a result, each year, fewer dollars must be spread among qualifying carriers.
Reduction or elimination of corporate operations expense as an eligible expense for purposes of high-cost
loop support would enable more targeted and efficient use of these limited funds. First, it would reduce
the overall pressure for high-cost loop funds at the indexed cap. Second, it would result in more funds
being made available under the cap for direct support of investment and maintenance of facilities, without
changing the overall amount of HCLS.*'®

200.  With respect to LSS, we seek comment on the effect of reducing or eliminating corporate
operations expense as an eligible expense and whether that would have a material effect on current
recipients. Regarding ICLS, we seek comment on the effect on interstate rates or carriers’ opportunity to
earn the authorized interstate rate-of-return if corporate operations expense is reduced or eliminated as an
eligible expense for ICLS. Finally, should we reduce or eliminate the recovery of corporate operations
expense in one year, or implement a transition over a period of years, such as three years?

5. Limits on Reimbursable Operating and Capital Costs

201.  We propose to establish benchmarks for reimbursable operating and capital costs for rate-
of-return companies. Our proposal is based significantly on analysis submitted by the Nebraska Rural
Independent Companies.’'’

202.  Currently, rural rate-of-return carriers with high loop costs may have up to 100 percent of
their marginal loop costs above a certain threshold reimbursed from the federal universal service fund.
This produces two interrelated effects. First, carriers with high costs may further increase their loop costs

3% The Commission’s rules limit corporate operations expense to a monthly per-line amount developed from a

statistical study of data submitted by NECA in its annual filing. 47 C.F.R § 36.621(a)(4). Incumbent LECs with
less than 6,000 lines are allowed monthly corporate operations expense as much as $50,000 divided by the number
of access lines. 47 C.F.R § 36.621(a)(4)(ii))(A). For example, for 2009 operating results, one incumbent telephone
company with only 19 access lines, will be claiming $587 in corporate operations expense per-line per month for
purposes of calculating 2011 high-cost loop support. See NECA 2010 USF Data Filing. In other words, USF is
subsidizing the majority of the nearly $600 dollars in overhead per customer every month.

315 See Universal Service Fund, 2008 Submission of 2007 Data Collection Study Results by the National Exchange
Carrier Association, Inc. (Sep. 30, 2008); NECA 2010 USF Data Filing.

316 Even though our proposal eliminates the eligibility of corporate operations expense for high-cost loop support, it
is unlikely that, due to the operation of the indexed cap, total high-cost loop support would decrease.

317 See Letter from Thomas Moorman, Counsel to Nebraska Rural Independent Companies, to Marlene H. Dortch,
FCC, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, Attachment (dated Jan. 7, 2011) (Nebraska Rural
Independent Companies Study).
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and recover the marginal amount entirely from USF, rather than from their customers. Second, carriers
that take measures to cut their costs to operate more efficiently may actually lose support to carriers that
increase their costs. These two effects may lessen incentives for some carriers to control costs and invest
rationally. It also shifts the responsibility of supporting these high-cost carriers to the federal jurisdiction,
and ultimately to consumers across the country.

203.  We propose to address these shortcomings in our current rules by capping the amount of
operating expenses (opex) and capital expenses (capex) that are reimbursable for universal service
purposes at specified levels that will allow ongoing, reasonable investment consistent with section 254.
Opex and capex amounts above the cap would be ineligible for reimbursement through universal service.
Because opex and capex have different drivers of cost, caps on each would need to be based on separate
analyses.’'® Specifically, we propose to use regression analyses to estimate appropriate levels of opex and
capex for each incumbent study area. Drivers of capex likely include factors such as density (area
density, e.g., homes per square mile; or linear density, e.g., homes per linear road mile), topography, and
soil type.’”” Drivers of opex could include such line items as staff salaries, rent, and power costs. From a
modeling perspective, we could parameterize these costs in terms of quantities more easily modeled or
captured in data, such as plant investment (more plant investment being indicative of, for example, more
employees to operate and maintain operations) or the number of subscribers (e.g., as an indicator of
billing and customer care costs). In each case, the actual variables used and their weights would be
determined by standard statistical techniques. Given sufficient source data, we could potentially create
different regressions for operators of different size to capture scale effects. **’

204.  Under this proposal, a carrier would only be eligible for reimbursement from the HCLS
and ICLS mechanisms for capex and opex at or below a specified threshold. This proposal would
establish clear standards that could be evaluated in the context of compliance audits and other ongoing
Commission oversight.””' We seek comment on this proposal. It would also provide regulatory clarity
regarding appropriate expenses and investment, and enable companies to plan ahead for longer-term
investment. We note that under such a proposal, the Commission would retain the authority to conclude

318 See Omnibus Broadband Initiative, The Broadband Availability Gap: OBI Technical Paper No. 1, at 96 (April
2010) (OBI, Broadband Availability Gap); OBI; Broadband Assessment Model, Documentation, at 22-34; both
available at http://www.broadband.gov/plan/broadband-working-reports-technical-papers.html; see also Nebraska
Rural Independent Companies Study.

*19 See Nebraska Rural Independent Companies Study. We note that Nebraska has successfully implemented a state
universal service fund that relies significantly on household density to determine support. See Nebraska Rural
Independent Companies July 12, 2010 Comments, at Attachment B.

320 Indeed, many rate-of-return carriers already effectively receive support based on a similar regression analysis
under the Commission’s average schedule rules, although we do not propose to use that methodology here. The
National Exchange Carrier Association (NECA) is an association that allows rate-of-return carriers to pool costs and
revenues for the purpose of filing common tariffs. Pursuant to sections 36.611, 36.612, and 36.613 of the
Commission’s rules, NECA also has responsibility for collecting loop cost data from all LECs and calculating
HCLS. 47 C.F.R. §§ 36.611-613.Some carriers, called average schedule carriers, do not routinely file their cost data
for either tariff settlement or universal service purposes. Instead, NECA annually proposes formulas to determine
settlements and HCLS. These formulas are derived from a regression analysis performed on cost data filed by non-
average schedule companies and a sample of average schedule companies. See National Exchange Carrier
Association, Inc. and Universal Service Administrative Company, 2010 Modification of Average Schedule Universal
Service Support Formulas; High-Cost Universal Service Support, WC Docket No. 05-337, Order, DA 10-2350 (rel.
Dec. 20, 2010); 2011 National Exchange Carrier Inc.’s Association Modification of the Average Schedule Universal
Service High-Cost Loop Support Formula, Docket No. 05-337 (filed August 24, 2010); National Exchange Carrier
Association Inc.’s 2010 Modification of Average Schedule Formulas, WC Docket No. 09-221 (filed December 23,
2009).

32! For a discussion of proposals related to oversight of high-cost universal service, see infia Section VIII.
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investment in a particular instance is not appropriate, even though within the benchmark. We seek
comment on this proposal.

205.  To follow such an approach, the Commission would need access to a source data set for
each analysis that is both reasonably representative of the carriers to whom we would apply its results,
and indicative of reasonable levels of costs. We seek comment on sources of availability of such data to
the Commission. In particular, we seek comment on the potential use of cost data from rate-of-return
carriers and/or the Rural Utilities Service for such an analysis, and whether such data would be
sufficiently representative. In addition, because we anticipate benefits from public input to any such data
collection and related analysis, we seek comment on ways to solicit and incorporate input from the public
in a way that is consistent with the timeline laid out for these reforms.

206.  We seek comment regarding the implementation details of such caps. What cost data
should be used in the regression analysis, and how often should it be updated? What cost drivers should
be considered for inclusion in the regression analysis? Are there benefits to a simpler formula, with fewer
variables (perhaps even one relying solely on density) over a more complex formula using more
variables? Would a cap of 110 percent of the estimated cost and investment provide a reasonable buffer
for carriers that have higher costs for reasons not captured in the formulas? Should the allowable
percentage above the benchmark be set higher or lower? We also seek comment regarding whether a
process should be created to permit carriers with higher costs to receive a greater amount of support
notwithstanding the cap based on a showing that their costs are justified for reasons not captured in the
formula. We also seek comment regarding whether additional allowances should be made for carriers
that have existing loans or other commitments that would make immediate implementation of the caps
unduly burdensome. Alternatively, we seek comment regarding whether some alternative means of cost
recovery should be permitted when a carrier’s expenses exceed the relevant benchmarks and how this
proposal would impact rates. We also seek comment on whether this proposal should be applied only to a
limited subset of expenses, such as corporate operations expenses, as opposed to all accounts.

207.  Finally, we seek comment on whether this proposal would be an effective method for
limiting the growth of ICLS and better distributing HCLS among rural carriers. We recognize that this
proposal to cap reimbursable expenses, in its application to ICLS, may affect some carriers’ opportunities
to recover the amounts that they currently do through interstate rates. Would such a change result in a
carrier receiving an amount from interstate access charges that would produce an inadequate return on its
interstate net investment? We seek comment on whether this proposal could be implemented solely by
modifying the Commission’s universal service rules, or whether the rate-of-return rules should be
amended as well to implement this proposal.

6. Limits on Total per Line High-cost Support

208.  We propose to adopt a cap on total support per line for all companies operating in the
continental United States.

209.  Although the current HCLS mechanism is capped in the aggregate, there is no cap on the
amount of high-cost loop support an individual incumbent LEC may receive. Further, there is no limit on
support either in the aggregate or for an individual incumbent LEC for ICLS and LSS. As shown in
Figure 12 below, for calendar year 2010, out of a total of approximately 1,442 incumbent LECs receiving
support, less than 20 incumbent LECs received more than $3,000 per line annually (i.e., more than $250
monthly) in high-cost universal service support.’**

3222010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool.

4626



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

High-Cost Support per Loop by Study Area \

$25,000

>

$20,000

$15,000

*

$10,000

Annual Support per Loop

$5,000 *

$3,000 —

$0

Figure 12

210.  We recognize that the cost of providing terrestrial phone service in some rural areas is
significant, and we reaffirm that universal service must truly be universal. But some companies with
fewer than 500 lines have received USF support for line, switching, and other costs in the last several
years ranging between $8,000 to over $23,000 per year per line, which translates into subsidies for local
phone service ranging from roughly $700 to nearly $2,000 per line per month.**® We recognize that there
may be unique circumstances in very high-cost areas justifying higher levels of support, and that not all
areas may be reachable by satellite offerings because of geographic or topographic limitations. But we
seek comment on whether requiring American consumers and small businesses, whose contributions
support universal service, to pay more than $3,000 annually or more than $250 per month for a single
home phone line is consistent with fiscally responsible universal service reform.

211.  As we move forward to transform the existing high-cost fund into the Connect America
Fund, it may be prudent to adopt as an interim step a cap on total annual support per line. When universal
service support for a carrier exceeds the cap, there would be a rebuttable presumption that the costs
associated with the support above the cap are ineligible for recovery through universal service. We seek
comment on this proposal and the level of the total per line cap amount (e.g., $3,000 per line annually).
In setting the level of the cap in total support per line, should we take into account the equivalent cost of
satellite voice and/or broadband service? We also seek comment on what would be a reasonable
transition period from the current unlimited per-line support to the limited per-line support. For instance,
should we implement this proposal in one year, or implement a transition over a period of years, such as
three years? Should there be an exception for carriers serving Tribal lands in addition to carriers
operating outside of the continental United States?

33 Id. On average, incumbent LECs operating less than 500 lines receive approximately $1,148 per-line in high-cost
support annually.
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212.  We also seek comment on the application of a total per-line cap to each universal service
mechanism. For example, if the per-line cap is $3,000 and an incumbent LEC would have received, prior
to the application of a cap, $2,400, $1,000, and $600 ($4,000 total) in HCLS, LSS (or combined LHCS),
and ICLS, respectively, how would the reduction in support be applied to each high-cost support
mechanism? Should each mechanism be reduced by its relative percentage to the total pre-cap high-cost
support?*** Alternatively, should an order of precedence for reducing support be established, e.g., first
HCLS would be reduced, then LSS, and then ICLS until the necessary reduction is attained?

213.  We also seek comment on whether we should develop separate per-line caps for each
universal service mechanism. Because 25 percent of total common line costs are allocated to the
interstate jurisdiction and recovered through SLCs and ICLS, while carriers with costs per loop exceeding
150 percent of the NACPL qualify for the 75 percent recovery rate under the HCLS formula, the federal
fund bears most of the burden to ensure these carriers satisfy their revenue requirements.”” We are
concerned that, absent some limit in federal support, carriers lack adequate incentives to curb costs.
Should we impose per-line caps on LSS and HCLS to limit the amount of costs that can be shifted to the
interstate jurisdiction through these mechanisms? If we were to take such action, how would companies
recover such costs?

214.  We seek comment on whether an incumbent LEC whose current per-line support is above
the cap should be able to make a showing that additional support is in the public interest. Specifically we
seek comment on what criteria should be applied when considering the request and whether the
availability of less costly satellite voice service (or voice and broadband service) is a sufficient criterion to
establish that additional support is not in the public interest. We also seek comment on whether such a
showing should include the following additional information about that carrier:

e Density characteristics of the study area including total square miles, subscribers per square
mile, route miles, subscribers per route mile, or any other characteristics that contribute to the
study area’s high costs. We propose to include this information because physical attributes of
a study area are likely a primary driver of costs per line.**®

e How unused or spare equipment or facilities is accounted for by providing the Part 32
account and Part 36 separations category this equipment is assigned to. We propose to
include this information because plant held for future use is not eligible for support.**’

e Specific details on the make-up of corporate operations expenses such as corporate salaries,
the number of employees, the nature of any overhead expenses allocated from affiliated or
parent companies, or other expenses. We propose include this information because corporate
operations expense is highly discretionary.’®

e All local rate plans including local, long distance, Internet, video, and wireless package plans.
We propose to include this information because rural rates should be comparable and not
significantly less than urban rates if the incumbent LEC is eligible for support.

e A list of services other than traditional telephone services provided by the universal service
supported plant, e.g., video, Internet, and the percentage of the study area’s telephone

324 Using this methodology, HCLS, LSS and ICLS would each absorb 60%, 25% and 15%, respectively, of the
$1,000 in excess of the per-line cap of $3,000.

325 When costs per loop exceed 150% of the NACPL, carriers currently receive 100% recovery of incremental costs
from the combination of jurisdictional separations (25% of costs) and high-cost loop support (75% of costs). 47
C.F.R. §§ 36.154(c) and 36.631(c)(2).

326 See supra para. 203 (discussing cost drivers).
747 CFR. §36.611.

328 See supra para. 197.
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subscribers that take these additional services. We propose to include this information to
determine the extent of cross-subsidization to competitive services, if any.

e Procedures for allocating shared or common costs between incumbent LEC regulated
operations and competitive operations. We propose to include this information to verify that
competitive operations are allocated a fair share of shared or common costs.

e Audited financial statements and notes to the financial statements, if available, and otherwise
unaudited financial statements for the most recent three fiscal years. Specifically, the cash
flow statement, income statement and balance sheets. We propose to include this information
to verify that rates of return, cash flow and net income are sufficient to service any
outstanding debt.

215. We also seek comment on the effect on interstate rates or the incumbent LEC’s ability to
earn the authorized interstate rate-of-return should ICLS support be reduced because of an application of
a cap on total support. Should we re-examine the 11.25 percent rate-of-return for any company over that
cap to determine whether the imposition of such a cap would prevent it from earning its authorized rate-
of-return? Should we lower the authorized rate of return for any such carrier?

B. Reducing Barriers to Operating Efficiencies

216.  We propose specific changes to our current processes and rules to remove obstacles to
increasing the operational efficiencies of incumbent LECs. Specifically, we propose to streamline the
study area waiver process to facilitate the transfer and acquisition of exchanges and consider in our public
interest inquiry whether granting such a waiver would result in beneficial consolidation. We also propose
to revise section 54.305 to strike a better balance between discouraging carriers from acquiring exchanges
solely to increase universal service support and encouraging carriers to invest in modern communications
networks. We seek comment on these proposals.

217.  Our current universal service rules may have the unintended consequence of discouraging
beneficial consolidation of small carriers by subsidizing inefficient operating structures and limiting the
ability of small companies to acquire and upgrade lines from other providers that have little interest in
serving rural markets. As noted above, in 2010, there were 1,150 incumbent rate-of-return operating
companies (owned by 754 incumbent telephone holding companies), the vast majority of which are also
rural carriers eligible to receive HCLS.*” Although we recognize the benefits of local firms serving local
markets, it may not serve the public interest for consumers across the country to subsidize the cost of
operations for so many very small companies, when those companies could realize cost savings through
implementation of efficiencies of scale in corporate operations that would have little impact on the
customer experience.

1. Study Area Waiver Process

218. A study area is the geographic territory of an incumbent LEC’s telephone operations.
The Commission froze all study area boundaries effective November 15, 1984.*° The Commission took
this action to prevent incumbent LECs from establishing separate study areas made up only of high-cost
exchanges to maximize their receipt of high-cost universal service support. A carrier must therefore
apply to the Commission for a waiver of the study area boundary freeze if it wishes to transfer or acquire
additional exchanges.*"

322010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool.

330 See MTS and WATS Market Structure, Amendment of Part 67 of the Commission’s Rules and Establishment of a
Joint Board, CC Docket Nos. 78-72, 80-286, Decision and Order, 50 Fed. Reg. 939 (1985) (Part 67 Order). See
also 47 C.F.R. Part 36, App.

31 Part 67 Order at para. 1.
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219.  The Commission’s current procedures for addressing petitions for study area waiver
require the Wireline Competition Bureau to issue an order either granting or denying the request. Most
petitions for study area waiver are routine in nature and are granted as filed without modification.
Nevertheless, the current rules require the issuance of an order granting the request. To more efficiently
and effectively process petitions for waiver of the study area freeze, we propose to streamline the process.
We propose a process similar to the Bureau’s processing of routine section 214 transfers of control
applications.™ The section 214 process deems the application granted, absent any further action by the
Bureau, on the 31st day after the date of the public notice listing the application as accepted for filing as a
streamlined application.*”

220.  We propose that upon receipt of a petition for study area waiver, a public notice shall be
issued seeking comment on the petition. As is our normal practice, comments and reply comments would
be due 30 and 45 days, respectively, after release of the public notice. Under this streamlined proposal,
rather than the requirement for the issuance of an order granting the petition for waiver, the waiver would
be deemed granted 60 days after the reply comment due date absent any further action by the Bureau.
Additionally, any study area waiver related waiver requests that petitioners routinely include in petitions
for study area waiver, which we routinely grant, would also be deemed granted after the 60 day period.***
Should the Bureau have concerns with any aspect of the petition for study area waiver, however, the
Bureau would issue a subsequent public notice stating that the petition will not be deemed granted 60
days after the reply comment due date and is subject to further analysis and review. We seek comment on
this proposal.

221.  In evaluating petitions seeking a waiver of the rule freezing study area boundaries, the
Commission currently applies a three-prong standard: (1) the change in study area boundaries must not
adversely affect the universal service fund; (2) the state commission having regulatory authority over the
transferred exchanges does not object to the transfer; and (3) the transfer must be in the public interest.**®
In evaluating whether a study area boundary change will have an adverse impact on the universal service
fund, the Commission historically has analyzed whether a study area waiver would result in an annual
aggregate shift in an amount equal to or greater than one percent of high-cost support in the most recent
calendar year.”*® The Commission began applying the one-percent guideline in 1995 to limit the potential
adverse impact of exchange sales on the overall fund, and partially in response to the concern that,
because high-cost loop support was capped, an increase in the draw of any fund recipient necessarily

3247 CF.R. §§ 63.03-04.
3347 CF.R. § 63.03.

3% Typically, petitions for study area waivers also include a request for waiver of section 69.3(e)(11) of the

Commission’s rules to include any acquired lines in the NECA pool or a request to remain an average schedule
company after an acquisition of exchanges. 47 C.F.R. §§ 69.3(e)(11) and 69.605(c). Requests for waiver of section
54.305 are not routinely granted because such requests require a high degree of analysis. See United Telephone
Company of Kansas, United Telephone of Eastern Kansas, and Twin Valley Telephone, Inc., Joint Petition for
Waiver of the Definition of “Study Area” Contained in Part 36 of the Commission’s Rules; Petition for Waiver of
Section 69.3(e)(11) of the Commission’s Rules, Petition for Clarification or Waiver of Section 54.305 of the
Commission’s Rules, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order, 21 FCC Red 10111, 10117, n. 45 (Wireline Comp. Bur. 2006)
(United-Twin Valley Order).

335 See, e.g., US WEST Communications, Inc., and Eagle Telecommunications, Inc., Joint Petition for Waiver of the
Definition of “Study Area” Contained in Part 36, Appendix-Glossary of the Commission’s Rules, AAD 94-27,
Memorandum Opinion and Order, 10 FCC Red 1771, 1772, para. 5 (1995) (PTI/Eagle Order).

36 See id. at 1774, paras. 14-17; see also US WEST Communications, Inc., and Eagle Telecommunications, Inc.,
Joint Petition for Waiver of “Study Area” Contained in Part 36, Appendix-Glossary of the Commission's Rules, and
Petition for Waiver of Section 61.41(c) of the Commission's Rules, AAD 94-27, Memorandum Opinion and Order on
Reconsideration, 12 FCC Rcd 4644 (1997).
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would reduce the amounts that other LECs receive from that support fund.”*’ After the Commission
adopted its current “parent trap” rule limiting companies that acquire lines from another company from
realizing additional high-cost support, section 54.305, it continued to apply the one-percent guideline to
detem:g?e the impact on the universal service fund in light of the adoption of safety valve support and
ICLS.

222. At the time the one-percent guideline was implemented in 1995, the Universal Service
Fund consisted of high-cost loop support for incumbent LECs.** The annual aggregate high-cost loop
support at the time of the establishment of the one-percent guideline was approximately $745 million.**’
The threshold for determining an adverse impact at that time, therefore, was approximately $7.45 million.
Subsequently, the Telecommunications Act of 1996 directed the Commission to make universal service
support explicit, rather than implicitly included in interstate access rates.”*' As a result, over the next few
years the Commission created universal service high-cost support mechanisms for local switching,
interstate common line access, and interstate access.**

223.  The expansion of universal service high-cost support to include additional mechanisms,
pursuant to the 1996 Act, significantly increased the base from which the one-percent guideline is applied
with respect to determining whether a study area waiver would result in an adverse effect on the fund.
Currently, annual aggregate high-cost support for all mechanisms is approximately $4.3 billion.** One-
percent of $4.3 billion is $43 million. The study area waiver with the greatest estimated impact on
universal service support in the past several years was the United-Twin Valley Order where the estimated
increase ir314§upp0rt was $800,000 or only approximately 2% of the current $43 million one-percent
threshold.

224.  Continuing to apply the one-percent guideline in this manner is unlikely to shed any
insight on whether a study area waiver should be granted. It is implausible that any study area waiver
could exceed the one-percent of aggregate universal service support.”* Moreover, the cumulative impact

337 See PTI/Eagle Order, 10 FCC Red at 1773, para. 13.
338 See infra note 346.

339 See PTI/Eagle Order, 10 FCC Red at 1773, para. 17; 47 C.F.R. § 36.601-631. Although dial equipment minute
(DEM) weighting and other implicit support flows were present in the Commission’s rules at the time, only high-
cost loop support was considered for the purposes of the one-percent rule.

0 See Universal Service Fund 1997 Submission of 1996 Study Results by the National Exchange Carrier
Association, Tab 11, page 225 (October 1, 1997). This filing included five years of historical data. High-cost loop
payments for 1995 were based on 1993 cost and loop data.

3! Telecommunications Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-104, 110 Stat. 56 (1996) (the 1996 Act). The 1996 Act
amended the Communications Act of 1934. 47 U.S.C. §§ 151, et seq. 47 U.S.C. § 254(e) (“Any such [universal
service] support should be explicit and sufficient to achieve the purposes of this section.”).

247 C.F.R. §§ 54.301, 54.901-904, and 54.800-809. Forward-looking high-cost model support was also
implemented to provide support to non-rural incumbent LECs, however, but not as a result of the statute’s
requirement that all support be explicit. 47 C.F.R. § 54.309.

3 See USAC 2Q 2011 Filing at Appendices at HCO1.

3 See United Telephone Company of Kansas, United Telephone of Eastern Kansas, and Twin Valley Telephone,
Inc., Joint Petition for Waiver of the Definition of “Study Area” Contained in Part 36 of the Commission’s Rules;
Petition for Waiver of Section 69.3(e)(11) of the Commission’s Rules, Petition for Clarification or Waiver of Section
54.305 of the Commission’s Rules, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order, 21 FCC Red 10111 (Wireline Comp. Bur. 2006)
(United-Twin Valley Order).

** Historically, rural incumbent LECs have been the buyers of telephone exchanges from non-rural incumbent LECs
in most study area waiver transactions. Currently, the greatest amount of support any one rural incumbent LEC
receives is $39 million. See Universal Service Administrative Company, Federal Universal Service Support
(continued....)
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on the Fund of granting a series of waivers that each individually had slightly less than a one percent
impact could be significant. We therefore propose to eliminate the one-percent guideline as a measure of
evaluating whether a study area waiver will have an adverse impact on the universal service fund.

Instead, we propose to focus our evaluation on the public interest benefits of the proposed study area
waiver including: (1) the number of lines at issue; (2) the projected universal service fund cost per line;
and, (3) whether such a grant would result in consolidation of study areas that facilitates reductions in cost
by taking advantage of the economies of scale, i.e., reduction in cost per line due to the increased number
of lines. We seek comment on this proposal.

2. Revising the “Parent Trap” Rule, Section 54.305

225.  Section 54.305(b) of the Commission’s rules provides that a carrier acquiring exchanges
from an unaffiliated carrier shall receive the same per-line levels of high-cost universal service support
for which the acquired exchanges were eligible prior to their transfer.’*® The Commission adopted
section 54.305 to discourage a carrier from placing unreasonable reliance upon potential universal service
support in deciding whether to purchase exchanges or merely to increase its share of high-cost universal
service support.*"’

226.  To encourage carriers subject to the requirements of section 54.305 of the Commission’s
rules to invest in modern communications networks in unserved areas, we propose to eliminate
immediately the applicability of section 54.305 in those instances when the study area waiver order was
adopted five or more years ago and when a certain minimum percentage of the acquired lines, e.g., 30%,
are unserved by 768 kbps broadband, as indicated on NTIA’s broadband map and/or our Form 477 data
collection. For those carriers subject to the requirements of section 54.305 where the implementing order
(Continued from previous page)
Mechanism, Fund Size Projection for the First Quarter 2011, Table HCO1 (Nov. 2, 2010). It is highly improbable
that any study area waiver transaction could cause an increase in universal service support approaching the current
$43 million threshold given that the rural incumbent LEC receiving the greatest amount of annual support receives
less than $43 million. Further, section 54.305 of the Commission’s rules currently limits high-cost loop support and
local switching support for the acquired exchanges to the same per-line support levels for which the exchanges were
eligible prior to their transfer. See 47 C.F.R § 54.305.

6 47 C.F.R. § 54.305(b). This rule applies to high-cost loop support and local switching support. A carrier’s
acquired exchanges, however, may receive additional support pursuant to the Commission’s “safety valve”
mechanism for additional significant investments. See 47 C.F.R. § 54.305(d)-(f). Since 2005, safety valve support
has ranged from an annual low of $700,000 to a projected high of $6.2 million for 2011. See 2010 Universal
Service Monitoring Report at Table 3.8; USAC 2Q 2011 Filing, Appendices at HCO1. A carrier acquiring
exchanges also may be eligible to receive ICLS, which is not subject to the limitations set forth in section 54.305(b).
See 47 C.F.R. § 54.902.

7 See Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Red at 8942-43. Prior to the adoption of section 54.305
of the Commission’s rules, the Common Carrier Bureau had approved several study area waivers relying on
purported minimal increases in universal service support, and later the acquiring carriers subsequently received
significant increases in universal service support. For example, in 1990 the Bureau approved a study area waiver in
order to permit Delta Telephone Company (Delta) to change its study area boundaries in conjunction with its
acquisition of Sherwood Telephone Company (Sherwood). Delta stated in its petition for waiver that it did not
currently receive universal service support while Sherwood only received $468 for 1989, and Delta stated that the
acquisition would not skew high cost support in Delta’s favor. The Bureau concluded that the merging of the two
carriers could not have a substantial impact on the high cost support program. After completion of the merger,
Delta’s support grew from $83,000 in 1991 to $397,000 in 1993. See Delta Telephone Company, Waiver of the
Definition of “Study Area” contained in Part 36, Appendix-Glossary, of the Commission’s Rules, AAD 90-20,
Memorandum Opinion and Order, 5 FCC Rcd 7100 (Com. Car. Bur. 1990). In another example, in the US West and
Gila River Telecommunications, Inc. (Gila River) study area waiver proceeding, Gila River’s high-cost support
escalated from $169,000 to $492,000 from 1992 to 1993. See US West Communications and Gila River
Telecommunications, Inc., Joint Petition for Waiver of the Definition of “Study Area” contained in Part 36,
Appendix-Glossary, of the Commission’s Rules, AAD 91-2, Memorandum Opinion and Order, 7 FCC Red 2161
(Com. Car. Bur. 1992).
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was adopted less than five years ago, we propose to eliminate the applicability of section 54.305 five
years after the adoption of the implementing order, if a specified minimum percentage of housing units in
the service area are unserved by broadband. What would be the appropriate trigger for elimination of the
parent trap rule in this instance? For study area waivers granted subsequent to this order, we propose that
the requirements of section 54.305 expire five years after the adoption of the related study area waiver
order and if the area has the minimum designated percentage of unserved housing units by broadband.
We propose that safety valve support will continue to be available while the requirements of section
54.305 are in force.’* However, if the applicability of section 54.305 is eliminated for any carrier, that
carrier would no longer eligible for safety valve support.

227.  We seek comment on this proposal, including an appropriate minimum percentage of
unserved households. We recognize that these proposals essentially trade the opportunity for some
incumbent LECs to increase their universal service support in exchange for the potential efficiency
benefits of consolidation, i.e., some carriers, by increasing efficiencies due to consolidation may reduce
total company costs and increase net income, while reducing the need for universal service support.**’

We specifically seek comment regarding whether these efficiency benefits are likely to be sufficient to
outweigh the potential loss in universal service support. Finally, we note that some rural incumbent LECs
receive support pursuant to section 54.305 that would otherwise not receive any support or would receive
lesser support based upon their own costs.””” We seek comment on modifying section 54.305 to eliminate
this unintended consequence. Specifically, seek comment on revising section 54.305 so that rural
incumbent LECs, subject to section 54.305 of the Commission’s rules, would receive either the lesser of
the support pursuant to section 54.305 or the support based on their own actual costs.

C. Transitioning IAS to CAF

228.  We seek comment on transitioning amounts from Interstate Access Support for price cap
carriers to the CAF beginning in 2012, over a period of a few years.””’ We also seek comment on
transitioning amounts from IAS for competitive ETCs to the CAF on the same schedule as proposed for
price cap carriers.*”

1. Background

229.  IAS is a high-cost program that historically has supported a portion of the local loop, the
facility to the end user that delivers both interstate and intrastate services. It acts to reduce the amount of
revenues that price cap carriers need to recover from end users and other carriers to meet their allowable
interstate revenues.’> It was expressly designed to keep regulated voice rates affordable.

38 See supra note 346.

¥ The existing cap on total high-cost loop support for rural carriers would continue to apply.

30 Staff analysis of NECA 2010 USF Data Filing and USAC 2Q 2011 Filing. See supra para. 286.
31 See Appendix A, section 54.807.

352 See id.

353 Price cap regulation focuses primarily on rates incumbent LECs may charge and the revenues they may generate
from interstate access services. See LEC Price Cap Order, 5 FCC Rcd at 6787, para. 2. The price cap system was
intended to create incentives for LECs to reduce costs and improve productivity while maintaining affordable rates
for consumers through caps on prices. /d. Although initial price cap rates were set equal to the rates LECs were
charging under rate-of-return regulation, the rates of price cap LECs have been limited ever since by price indices
that have been adjusted annually pursuant to formulas set forth in the Commission’s Part 61 rules. See Access
Charge Reform, Price Cap Performance Review, Low-Volume Long Distance Users, Federal-State Joint Board on
Universal Service, CC Docket Nos. 96-262, 94-1, 99-249, and 96-45, Order on Remand, 18 FCC Recd 14976, 14978,
para. 4 (2003) (CALLS Remand Order).
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230.  The Commission created IAS as part of the May 2000 CALLS Order, a five-year
transitional interstate access and universal service reform plan for price cap carriers.”> The CALLS Order
lowered interstate common line access rates and replaced the reduced revenues with increased subscriber
line charges and IAS.** The Commission initially sized IAS in 2000 at $650 million annually, to offset
the reductions in the interstate access charges of price cap carriers.*>® In 2003, the Commission, on
remand, further explained why $650 million was the appropriate size of the mechanism.*>’ The
Commission specifically noted that it could adjust the amount of IAS upward or downward, as warranted,
at the end of the five-year transition period adopted in the CALLS Order.*>® At the end of the five-year
period, however, the Commission did not take further action to re-examine whether this was an
appropriate level of TAS.

231.  Inthe 2008 Interim Cap Order, the Commission capped IAS for incumbent LECs at the
amount incumbent LECs were eligible to receive in March 2008, indexed to line growth or loss by
incumbent LECs, and separately capped IAS for competitive ETCs at the amount they were eligible to
receive in March 2008.** In 2010, incumbent price cap carriers received IAS disbursements totaling
$458 million for serving 187 study areas, while competitive ETCs received IAS disbursements totaling
$88 million.*® The three largest recipients of IAS for incumbents at the holding company level received
a total of $307 million.”®" The average amount of IAS disbursed to incumbent carriers in 2010 was $0.44
per eligible line per month.**

232.  Inthe USF Reform NOI and NPRM, the Commission sought comment on the National
Broadband Plan recommendation to eliminate IAS, and the timeline for doing s0.’* Although many
commenters supported the elimination of the IAS mechanism,*® several argued that IAS should not be
eliminated without a reasoned basis and adequate replacement of revenues.’® No commenter, however,

3% CALLS Order, 15 FCC Red. at 12964, para. 1.
35 Id. at 12974-75, para. 30.

336 1d. at 13046, para. 202; see TOPUC, 265 F.3d at 327-28. The Commission found $650 million to be a reasonable
amount that would provide sufficient, but not excessive, support. CALLS Order, 15 FCC Rcd at 13046, para. 202.
It observed that a range of funding levels might be deemed “sufficient” for the purposes of the 1996 Act, and that
“identifying an amount of implicit support in our interstate access charge system is an imprecise exercise.” /d. at
13046, para. 201 (“The various implicit support flows (e.g., business to residential, high-volume to low-volume, and
geographic rate averaging) are not easily severable and quantifiable. Moreover, the competitive pricing pressures
present during this transitional period between monopoly and competition present additional complexities in
identifying a specific amount of implicit support.”).

3T CALLS Remand Order, 18 FCC Red at 14983-96, paras. 13-33.
38 1d. at 14995, para. 31.

*9 High -Cost Universal Service Support; Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, WC Docket No. 05-337,
CC Docket No. 96-45, Order, 23 FCC Red 8834 (2008) (Interim Cap Order).

3602010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool. This amount does not include
any IAS amounts going to competitive ETCs that are affiliated with wireline incumbent carriers. It also does not
include any frozen Interstate Common Line support received by carriers serving 105 study areas that have converted
to price cap regulation since the adoption of the CALLS Order-.

%1 See id. These numbers do not include support received by competitive ETC affiliates of price cap carriers.
362 See id. We note that the Commission’s IAS formula does not provide support to all eligible lines.
383 USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6680-81, paras. 57-58.

3% Comments of Missouri Public Service Commission, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 7
(filed July 9, 2010); NCTA July 12, 2010 Comments at 13.

3% See, e.g., AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments 22-23; USTA July 12, 2010 Comments at 16-17; Windstream July 12,
2010 Comments at 38-40.
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including those commenters arguing against IAS’s elimination, provided data or analysis demonstrating
that IAS continues to be necessary to address its original intended purpose of maintaining affordable
voice service, or that TAS is an efficient, effective, or accountable mechanism for advancing broadband in
high-cost areas of America.’®

2. Discussion

233.  Asnoted above, IAS was a component of the transitional CALLS Plan, which has lasted
long past its intended five-year lifespan. Although several commenters argue generally that the
Commission should designate successor funding sources,’®’ they have not established in the record that
such support is needed to ensure the provision of voice service at reasonable rates. Commenters have
failed to provide specific information identifying particular geographic areas in which people would no
longer have access to voice capability at affordable and reasonably comparable rates as a result of this
proposed rule change and/or quantifying the extent of potential rate impact on consumers if IAS were
eliminated. Moreover, in its current form, IAS is not focused on broadband, recipients are not required to
use the funding to deploy broadband, and there is no mechanism to ensure that funds in fact are used to
build broadband in unserved areas. IAS was designed to be a complement to price cap carriers’ interstate
end-user rates and other access charges, and provides a source of revenues for price cap carriers serving
voice customers, but not broadband-only customers. As a result, IAS does not appear necessary to
provide voice service at affordable and reasonably comparable rates and does not appear to be effectively
structured to promote broadband deployment. We therefore propose to transition IAS to the CAF, where
funding can be better targeted to areas requiring additional investment to support modern communications
networks that provide voice and broadband service. We note that current IAS recipients would be eligible
to compete for CAF support pursuant to the rules proposed below.*®® Alternatively, should such funding
be used to reduce the size of the Fund? If so, how would that impact our near-term and long-term goals
for reform?

234.  Incumbent ETCs. Building on the record developed in the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, we
now propose to transition IAS to the CAF over a period of a few years, beginning in 2012. Specifically,
we seek comment on whether the IAS funding level for incumbent carriers adopted in the Interim Cap
Order should be capped in 2012 at 50 percent of the 2011 IAS cap amount and then eliminated in 2013,
or whether it should be transitioned to the CAF more gradually to help further minimize disruption to
service providers. Alternatively, we seek comment on whether the transition should be accomplished
more slowly for certain types of recipients (e.g., mid-sized carriers). We also note that below we seek
comment on potential intercarrier compensation revenue recovery from the federal universal service fund,
subject to meeting certain standards.*®

235.  We seek comment on the specific timeframe for implementing the elimination of the IAS
rules and any associated changes to the Commission’s pricing rules. What is a reasonable transition for
price cap carriers to operationalize any changes necessary to address the IAS reduction? Would the
appropriate transition period differ in the event that price cap carriers replace the IAS revenue, in whole
or in part, with revenues from other sources, such as SLCs or other access rates? Should the Commission
consider transitioning IAS more rapidly, for instance in a single year? If so, what would the
consequences be of doing so and would the benefits of freeing additional funding in the near term for the
CAF outweigh any potential negative consequences? We also seek comment on whether additional rule

3% See AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments 22-23; USTA July 12, 2010 Comments at 16-17; Windstream July 12, 2010
Comments at 38-40.

37 See AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments 22-23; USTA July 12, 2010 Comments at 16-17; Windstream July 12, 2010
Comments at 38-40.

38 See infra Section VII.

3% See infra Section XIV.
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changes must be made to implement this proposal, and ask that commenters identify the specific changes
that should be made. For example, a price cap carrier typically would be permitted to make an exogenous
adjustment to its price cap indices (which are used to set access rates including SLCs) when a regulatory
change materially affects its ability to recover its permitted revenues. We seek comment regarding
whether there is any basis under the Commission’s price cap rules for concluding that an exogenous
adjustment should not be permitted due to the transitional reduction in IAS. Are there any showings, in
addition to the loss of IAS, that a price cap carrier should be required to make in order to be permitted an
exogenous adjustment? For example, should a price cap carrier be required to show that it has not
realized productivity gains since the introduction of the CALLS plan sufficient to offset any
corresponding loss of IAS in the future?

236.  To the extent an exogenous adjustment to price cap indices is permitted, we seek
comment on the ramifications under our existing rules and in light of our proposals for intercarrier
compensation reform set forth more fully below.””® We also seek comment on whether the Commission
should adopt a productivity factor or other adjustment to the X-factor that could be targeted to partially or
wholly offset exogenous adjustments associated with the transition of IAS.””' We note that price cap
regulation schemes typically provide some mechanism for sharing the benefits of productivity gains with
ratepayers.’”> Prior to the CALLS Order, the Commission included a productivity adjustment to the price
cap indices to ensure that such savings would be shared.’” The CALLS Order did not include a
productivity-related adjustment, providing instead a transitional X-factor designed simply to targeted
lower rates.”” Although not a productivity adjustment, this transitional X-factor provided some consumer
benefit to the extent it achieved lower targeted rates. After the targeted rates were achieved, however, the
X-factor was set equal to inflation and provided no additional consumer benefit, productivity-related or
otherwise.””> As with the IAS mechanism, the X-factor adopted in the CALLS Order was a transitional
part of the five-year CALLS plan. We seek comment regarding whether a productivity factor or similar

370 To the extent that a price cap carrier could not recover its allowable revenues through SLCs and IAS, the CALLS
Order permitted price cap carriers to recover the remainder of its allowable revenues through two charges paid by
interexchange carriers: the multiline business presubscribed interexchange carrier charge (MLB PICC)—a flat per-
line charge assessed on the interexchange carrier to whom the customer is presubscribed, and the carrier common
line (CCL) charge—a per-minute charge assessed on interstate interexchange traffic. The Commission capped the
MLB PICC at $4.31 per line per month and permitted recovery of the CCL charge only to the extent that a price cap
carrier could not recover its allowable revenues through SLCs, IAS, and MLB PICCs.

71 We note that past price cap performance reviews have, in addition to raising the productivity factor, reduced the

price cap index to reflect that productivity increases had been higher than the productivity factor in the previous
period. See Price Cap Performance Review for Local Exchange Carriers, CC Docket No. 94-1, First Report and
Order, 10 FCC Red 8961, 9053-54, para. 209 (1995); Price Cap Performance Review for Local Exchange Carriers,
Fourth Report and Order in CC Docket No. 94-1 and Second Report and Order in CC Docket No. 96-262, 12 FCC
Red 16642, 16645, para. 1 (1997).

32 David E.M. Sappington, Price Regulation, in Handbook of Telecommunications Economics, Vol. 1 225, 231,
248-53 (Martin E. Cave et al. eds., 2002).

373 See CALLS Remand Order, 18 FCC Red at 14997-98, para. 35.
37 CALLS Order, 15 FCC Red at 13028-29, paras. 160-63.

37 See id., 15 FCC Red at 13028-29, paras. 160-63. Because price cap carriers reached their target rates at different
times, the inflation-only X-factor took effect at different times for different price cap carriers. In the CALLS
Remand Order, the Commission concluded that price cap carriers serving 36 percent of total nationwide price cap
access lines had achieved their target rates by their 2000 annual access filing. CALLS Remand Order, 18 FCC Rcd
at 15002, para. 43, 15010-13, App. B. By the 2001 annual accessing filings the number grew to carriers serving 75
percent of total access lines, and by the 2002 annual access filings, carriers serving 96 percent of total access lines
had achieved their target rates. /d. As a result, price cap carriers serving nearly all price cap access lines have had
no reductions to their price cap indices, productivity-related or otherwise, since 2002, and some price cap carriers
have had no reductions in ten years.
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adjustment is an appropriate part of the post-CALLS plan access rate structure. If so, how should the
productivity factor be determined? We request that commenters provide detailed analysis supported with
specific data, if available to them, or identify data that would be necessary to support the analysis, if the
data is not available to them. We also invite commenters to submit alternative proposals or analyses
regarding the consequences of IAS phase out.

237.  Competitive ETCs. We propose to transition IAS for competitive ETCs on the same
schedule adopted for incumbent price cap carriers.”’® We note that the Commission’s IAS rules were
designed initially to provide incumbents and competitive ETCs with the same per-line level of support.
Although the Commission’s actions in the Interim Cap Order — subjecting IAS to separate caps for
incumbent price cap carriers and competitive ETCs and capping high-cost universal service support for
competitive ETCs generally — to some extent disrupted the identical support relationship, it is difficult to
justify continuing to provide this type of support to competitive ETCs when it no longer exists for
incumbent carriers. In addition, the calculation of IAS for competitive ETCs depends significantly on
data filed by incumbent recipients of IAS.*”® As a practical matter, it is likely to be administratively
difficult to continue to provide IAS to competitive ETCs without the continuing participation of
incumbent price cap carriers. We seek comment on this proposal.

377

238.  Redirecting IAS to Broadband. Carriers receiving IAS today are not required to use such
funding to deploy broadband-capable networks; however, in some instances it may be a significant source
of revenue for carriers that have ongoing broadband deployment plans. Moreover, we recognize that in
some states, a significant portion of high-cost support is IAS. We seek comment on designing the CAF in
a way that enables support associated with the IAS phase down for incumbent carriers to be reserved for
the same state in the CAF mechanism. In other words, under this alternative, any state whose carriers
receive IAS now would receive at least the same amount of CAF support in the future. The CAF support
would otherwise be subject to all other rules and obligations associated with the CAF, and there would be
no guarantee that the same carrier that received IAS would receive CAF. We seek comment on this
proposal.

239.  Legal Authority. We believe the Commission has authority to transition IAS for both
incumbents and competitive ETCs as part of the broader transition of moving all support to the CAF. The
Commission generally has authority to establish a transition plan in a manner that will minimize market
disruptions.’” Federal courts have consistently “deferred to the Commission’s decisions to enact interim
rules based on its predictive judgment that such rules were necessary to preserve universal service,”**
and have specifically deferred “to the agency’s reasonable judgment about what will constitute
‘sufficient’ support during the transition period from one universal service system to another.”*' We
seek comment on this issue.

240.  We do not believe that transitioning these forms of support would implicate the Fifth
Amendment’s Takings Clause. When Congress creates a benefit program, it is free to alter or eliminate

376 Below, we also seek comment on transitioning all competitive ETC support received pursuant to the identical
support rule to the CAF. See infra Section VI.D.

377 See 47 C.F.R. §54.807.
378 See generally 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.800-807.

37 See, e.g., Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1105-06; Competitive Telecommunications Ass’n v. FCC, 309 F.3d 8, 14
(D.C. Cir. 2002); ACS of Anchorage, Inc. v. FCC, 290 F.3d 403, 410 (D.C. Cir. 2002); Alenco, 201 F.3d at 616;
TOPUC, 183 F.3d at 437; Competitive Telecommunications Ass’n v. FCC, 117 F.3d 1068, 1073-75 (8th Cir. 1997);
MCI Telecommunications Corp. v. FCC, 750 F.2d 135, 141 (D.C. Cir. 1984).

380 Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1106; see also Competitive Telecommunications Ass’'n, 309 F.3d at 14-15; Alenco,
201 F.3d at 616, 620-22; Southwestern Bell Tel Co. v. FCC, 153 F.3d 523, 537-39, 549-50 (8th Cir. 1998).

3L TOPUC, 183 F.3d at 437.
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that program without running afoul of the Takings Clause.”® “The Fifth Amendment protects against
takings; it does not confer a constitutional right to government-subsidized profits.”*** Section 254 does
not expressly or impliedly provide that particular companies are entitled to ongoing USF support.”™
Carriers designated as ETCs pursuant to section 214(e) are “eligible” for support, not entitled to it, and we
are not aware of any other law that would give particular companies a reasonable investment-backed
expectation of entitlement to ongoing support.’® The purpose of universal service is to benefit the
consumer, not the carrier.”® For these reasons, we do not believe the Commission would have a
constitutional obligation to compensate carriers that lose support as a result of our proposed reforms. We
invite comment on this issue.

D. Rationalizing Competitive ETC Support Through Elimination of the Identical
Support Rule

241.  Mobile voice and mobile broadband services are playing an increasingly prominent role
in modern telecommunications. Given the important benefits of and the strong consumer demand for
mobile services, ubiquitous mobile coverage must be a national priority. Yet there remain many areas of
the country where people live, work, and travel that lack mobile voice coverage, and still larger
geographic areas that lack current generation mobile broadband coverage. For this reason, funding for
mobile networks must be more efficiently deployed than it is today. At the same time, we recognize that
funding mobile coverage in unserved areas through universal service programs must be balanced with
other priorities, including controlling the size of the universal service fund and the resulting burden on
American consumers and businesses, and the need for high-bandwidth fixed broadband networks that
both provide unique capabilities in themselves and may provide necessary infrastructure for mobile
networks.

242.  In this section, we seek comment on two high-level approaches to rationalizing funding
for competitive ETCs (which are mainly mobile providers). Both approaches involve eliminating the
existing identical support rule, which we believe fails to efficiently promote deployment of mobile voice
services, much less fixed or mobile broadband. First, we seek comment on redirecting all available
competitive ETC funding, over five years, to CAF for redistribution through new market-driven funding
mechanisms to provide support for mobile and fixed broadband.”®’ Second, we seek comment on
generally redirecting available competitive ETC support to CAF to be distributed through such new
mechanisms over five years, but allowing individual mobile providers to demonstrate that some level of
continuing support under the current high-cost program is necessary, on a transitional basis, to achieve
universal service goals in areas that would otherwise be unserved by mobile voice and/or broadband.

382 See, e.g., Bowen v. Gilliard, 483 U.S. 587, 604 (1987) (“Congress is not, by virtue of having instituted a social
welfare program, bound to continue it at all, much less at the same benefit level.”); Connolly v. Pension Benefit
Guaranty Corp., 475 U.S. 211, 225 (1986); United States Railroad Retirement Board v. Fritz, 449 U.S. 166, 174
(1980) (reducing retirement benefits did not violate the Takings Clause, “since railroad benefits, like social security
benefits, are not contractual and may be altered or even eliminated at any time”).

383 4lenco, 201 F.3d at 624.

3% See id. at 620 (“The Act does not guarantee all local telephone service providers a sufficient return on
investment; quite the contrary, it is intended to introduce competition into the market.”).

5 See Board of Regents v. Roth, 408 U.S. 564, 577 (1972) (to have a property interest in a benefit provided by the
government, “a person clearly must have more than an abstract need or desire for it. He must have more than a
unilateral expectation of it. He must, instead, have a legitimate claim of entitlement to it.”).

38 Rural Cellular, 588 F.3d at 1103; Alenco, 201 F.3d at 621.

387 As described in the Mobility Fund NPRM, the Commission has proposed using a portion of competitive ETC
funding already relinquished by Verizon Wireless and Sprint for the Mobility Fund. See Mobility Fund NPRM, 25
FCC Rcd 14716.
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Under either approach, we also seek comment on a variety of implementation issues and other possible
exceptions, such as for Tribal lands and Alaska Native regions.

1. Background

243.  Section 54.307 of the Commission’s rules, also known as the “identical support rule,”
provides competitive ETCs the same per-line amount of high-cost universal service support as the
incumbent local exchange carrier serving the same area.”® In the 2008 Interim Cap Order, the
Commission concluded that rapid growth in support to competitive ETCs as a result of the identical
support rule threatened the sustainability of the universal service fund.*® Further, it found that providing
the same per-line support amount to competitive ETCs had the consequence of encouraging wireless
competitive ETCs to supplement or duplicate existing services while offering little incentive to maintain,
or expand, investment in unserved or underserved areas.’” As a consequence, the Commission adopted
an interim state-by-state cap on high-cost support for competitive ETCs, pending comprehensive high-
cost universal service reform.*”’

244,  The interim cap for competitive ETCs is $1.36 billion.*”* In 2010, 446 competitive
ETCs, owned by 212 holding companies, received funding under the identical support rule.*”® Aside from
Verizon Wireless, which previously agreed to give up competitive ETC high-cost support through merger
commitments (as did Sprint), the largest competitive ETC recipient by holding company in 2010 was
AT&T, which received $289 million.”* On average, competitive ETCs received approximately $2.65 per
supported line per month, compared to an average of $3.35 per supported line per month for
incumbents.*”

% 47 C.F.R. § 54.307. In adopting the identical support rule, the Commission assumed that competitive ETCs
would be competitive LECs (i.e., wireline telephone providers) competing directly with incumbent LECs for
particular customers. See Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Red at 8932, para. 286. Based on this
assumption, the Commission concluded that high-cost support should be portable — i.e., that support would follow
the customer to the new LEC when the customer switched service providers. Id. at 8932-33, paras. 287-88. The
Commission planned that eventually all support would be provided based on forward-looking economic cost
estimates and not based on the incumbents’ embedded costs. /d. at 8932, paras. 287. The Commission did not
contemplate the growing role that mobile service would play as a supplement to landline telephony.

** Interim Cap Order, 23 FCC Red at 8837-40, paras. 6-11. As the Commission noted, from 2001 through 2007,
support for competitive ETCs grew from under $17 million to $1.18 billion. /d. at 8837-38, para. 6.

390 1d. at 8843-44, paras. 20-21.

' Id. at 8837, para. 5. Specifically, the Commission capped support for competitive ETCs in each state at the total
amount of support for which all competitive ETCs serving the state were eligible to receive in March 2008,
annualized. Id. at 8846, paras. 26-28. The Interim Cap Order included exceptions for competitive ETCs serving
lands and for competitive ETCs submitting cost studies demonstrating their own high costs of providing service. /d.
at 8848-49, paras. 31-33.

392 See Interim Cap Adjustment Letter.

3%3 2010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool. These amounts include
disbursements to Verizon Wireless and Sprint that USAC now is in the process of reclaiming pursuant to the Corr
Wireless order. Corr Wireless Order, 25 FCC Red at 12859-63, paras. 14-22. We note that actual competitive ETC
disbursements may vary from the interim cap amount for two reasons. First, true-ups and other out-of-period
adjustments sometimes result in disbursements in a year other than the one against the payments apply for interim
cap purposes. Second, some states have seen a reduction in demand for competitive ETC support since the cap was
established and, as a result, total support is less than the interim cap amount.

3% 2010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool. Competitive ETCs affiliated
with another large wireless carrier, T-Mobile, received $30.3 million in 2010. Id.

3% Id. This per-line amount includes competitive ETC support received by Sprint and Verizon Wireless. Excluding
Sprint and Verizon Wireless, competitive ETCs received $4.65 per supported line per month. 7d.
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245.  In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, the Commission sought comment on the National
Broadband Plan recommendation to eliminate high-cost support for competitive ETCs over a five-year
period.*®® Many commenters supported the proposal,”’ while others indicated that it would be difficult to
address the issue without more information regarding the Commission’s proposal for the CAF.*** Still
others argued that competitive ETC support should not be eliminated, in some instances arguing that they
use such support to extend mobile coverage in areas that they otherwise would not serve.””” These
commenters, however, did not provide specific data or analysis sufficient for the Commission to draw any
particular conclusion regarding the role of competitive ETC support in advancing universal service.*”

2. Discussion

246.  Asnoted above, in 2008, the Commission concluded that the identical support rule offers
limited and only indirect incentive to invest in unserved and underserved areas.*" A significant amount
of high-cost support is provided, for example, to competitive ETCs providing duplicative services. State
processes to hold competitive ETCs accountable for productive use of funding vary from state to state.*”*
We estimate that for nearly nine percent of the country’s population, universal service is subsidizing two
or more competitors (not including Verizon Wireless or Sprint) in a given geographic area, in addition to
an incumbent.*” In 2010, portions of 46 incumbent study areas (out of 1442 incumbent study areas
nationwide) received service from three or four competitive ETCs (not including Verizon Wireless or
Sprint) and portions of 237 incumbent study areas received service from 2 or more competitive ETCs.
Many of these incumbent study areas were additionally served by other competitive carriers that received
no high-cost support.*” In addition, because high-cost support is not based on competitive ETCs’ costs,

404

3% USF Reform NOI and NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6681-82, paras. 60-61.

37 Comments of Alexicon Telecommunications Consulting, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51,
at 6-7 (filed July 12, 2010); CWA July 12, 2010 Comments at 4; Comments of Indiana Utility Regulatory
Commission WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4 (filed July 12, 2010); Missouri PSC July
9, 2010 Comments at 8; NASUCA July 12, 2010 Comments at 15-18; USTA July 12, 2010 Comments at 14-16;
Windstream July 12, 2010 Comments at 26-33.

3% AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments at 23; CTIA July 12, 2010 Comments at 6-9.

* Comments of Rural Telecommunications Group, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 15-
16 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of Rural Independent Competition Alliance (RICA), WC Docket Nos. 10-90,
05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 11-13 (filed July 12, 2010).

40 See, e.g., Rural Telecommunications Group July 12, 2010 Comments at 15-16; RICA July 12, 2010 Comments at
11-13.

O Interim Cap Order, 23 FCC Red at 8843-44, paras. 20-21.

402 See Jing Liu & Edwin Rosenberg, State Universal Service Funding Mechanisms: Results of the NRRI’s 2005—
2006 Survey at 43 & tbl. 26 (NRRI, Working Paper No. 06-09, 2006), available at
http://nrri.org/pubs/telecommunications/06-09.pdf. For instance, in Maine, applicants seeking competitive ETC
designation must file a plan describing with specificity, for the first two years, proposed improvements or upgrades
to the applicant’s network throughout the designated service area, projected start and completion date for each
improvement, estimated amount of investment for each project that is funded by high cost support, specific
geographic areas where improvements will be made, and the estimated population that will be served as a result of
the improvements; only competitive ETCs are required to report annually on investments made with high cost
support. Standards for Designating and Certifying Eligible Telecommunications Carriers Qualified to Receive
Federal Universal Service Funding, 65-407-206 Me. Code R. § 3, § 6, available at
http://www.maine.gov/sos/cec/rules/65/407/407¢206.doc.

43 The staff analysis utilizes American Roamer data, TeleAtlas wire center boundaries, and USAC disbursement
data.

494 Staff analysis of American Roamer data, Oct. 2010.

405 Id
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even in unserved areas, competitive ETCs may receive high per-line support amounts even though they
potentially could provide affordable service with much less or even no support.*”® In other instances, a
competitive ETC is affiliated with an incumbent carrier that receives relatively higher amounts of support
per line due to recent broadband network investment, which enables the holding company owning both to
obtain higher support amounts for its wireless affiliate as well. Finally, we note that competitive ETCs
may have incentives to seek designation in study areas that exhibit higher amounts of support on average
than other areas.

247.  To address these problems, we propose to eliminate the identical support rule, which we
believe no longer adequately furthers the universal service principles in section 254(b).*”” To replace it,
we seek comment on two approaches to rationalizing funding for mobile networks.

248.  Redirect Available Competitive ETC Funding to CAF: First, we seek comment on
transitioning competitive ETC support to the CAF by reducing the interim cap on competitive ETCs
support adopted in the Interim Cap Order in five equal installments, with the initial 20 percent reduction
to occur in 2012.*%® To the extent we do not transition such support over five years, we seek comment on
whether some other timeframe better serve the Commission’s universal service goals? Are there any
other transition plans that the Commission should consider? Should the Commission adopt a faster
timeframe for competitive ETCs that are nationwide wireless carriers and have not already committed to
phase-down their high-cost support pursuant to merger conditions? If so, how would the Commission
define a nationwide wireless carrier for this purpose?*”

249.  Under this approach, we propose that available funding from the phase down of the
interim cap be redirected to the CAF for redistribution through new competitive mechanisms for
providing support to both mobile and fixed broadband, as discussed in detail in section VII., below. We
seek comment on whether these mechanisms would support mobile networks, especially mobile
broadband networks, in a manner more consistent with our proposed overarching goals for universal
service reform: modernizing for broadband; fiscal responsibility; accountability; and the use of market-

4% For example, a competitive ETC serving a service area within the territory of one of the very highest cost
incumbent carriers may receive in excess of $1,000 per line per month even though that amount is unlikely to be
appropriate or related to the competitive ETC’s costs of providing service. We also note that, in one instance, where
support is not targeted to high-cost areas in a study area, competitive ETCs currently receive $4.60 per line per
month to serve an urban area with a highly competitive wireless market. See Universal Service Administrative
Company, Federal Universal Service Support Mechanisms Fund Size Projections for Second Quarter 2011, filed
Jan. 31, 2011, at App. HC10; Implementation of Section 6002(b) of the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993,
Annual Report and Analysis of CompetitiveMarket Conditions With Respect to MobileWireless, Including
Commercial Mobile Services, WT Docket No. 09-66, Fourteenth Report, 25 FCC Red 11407, App. D (Fourteenth
CMRS Competition Report). For discussion of proposals to further target high-cost support, see infra Section VL.F.

47 See App. A, section 54.305 (draft rule eliminating identical support). More than two years ago, four
commissioners observed that there was a growing consensus that the identical support rule “should be eliminated.”
2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Rcd at 6903 (Joint Statement of Commissioners Copps, Adelstein,
McDowell, and Tate).

%8 Bach year, the total cap for each state would be reduced by 20 percent of the cap during the base period. The
base period would the interim cap amount as established by the Interim Cap Order and adjusted pursuant to the Corr
Wireless 1l Order. See Corr Wireless Order, 25 FCC Red at 12854; High-Cost Universal Service Support, Federal-
State Joint Board on Universal Service, Request for Review of Decision of Universal Service Administrator by Corr
Wireless Communications, LLC, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, Order, 25 FCC Rcd 18146 (2010)
(Corr Wireless 11 Order). We do not propose to amend our rules to reflect this process because the interim cap itself
is not codified in our rules.

499 The Fourteenth Mobile Wireless Competition Report observed that “[a]s of year-end 2008, there were four
facilities-based mobile wireless service providers in the United States that industry observers typically describe as
“nationwide”: AT&T, Sprint Nextel, T-Mobile, and Verizon Wireless.” Fourteenth CMRS Competition Report, 25
FCC Red at 11438, para. 27.
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driven, incentive-based policies. We also seek comment on whether this approach would appropriately
balance support for mobile services with other potentially competing universal service goals.
Alternatively, should we use such funding to reduce the size of the Fund? If so, how would that impact
our near-term and long-term goals for reform? We note that we have proposed that a portion of the funds
already relinquished by Verizon Wireless and Sprint, apart from a more general transition of competitive
ETC support, be used to support the deployment of mobile networks capable of providing broadband
through the Mobility Fund.*"

250.  Presumptively Redirect Available Competitive ETC Funding to CAF: In the alternative,
we seek comment on presumptively reducing the interim cap, as described above, but allowing for
waivers or exceptions to address those instances in which the availability of affordable mobile service in
an area would be jeopardized by the transition of support to the CAF. This alternative could also include
waivers for competitive ETCs that could demonstrate that continued ETC support would be required for
them to build out coverage in areas presently unserved by mobile voice and/or mobile broadband.

251.  To the extent commenters contend that this approach is preferable to a uniform phase
down of competitive ETC support, we invite submission of detailed data and analysis to support such
contentions. Specifically, we request any information that would permit the Commission to identify any
areas in which consumers would not have access to mobile service as a result of a uniform transition of
competitive ETC funding to the CAF and/or to quantify the extent of any rate increases that could result
from a loss of competitive ETC support.

252.  In addition, we seek comment regarding how to identify circumstances in which the
availability of affordable mobile service would be jeopardized. The waiver option would require an
affirmative showing by a competitive ETC that its costs and revenues would not permit provision of
service to a particular service territory, absent continued competitive ETC support, and that no other
wireless carrier served that territory. We seek comment on the specific showing that a competitive ETC
would need to make under this approach. For instance, we could require that competitive ETCs file cost
and revenue data, including an audited financial statement with accompanying notes, to demonstrate that
they would be cash flow negative without competitive ETC support, or other documentation indicating
that, without the waiver, customers in the service area would be without mobile service. We seek
comment on what specific data would be necessary to support any such showing and whether this process
would be administratively feasible.

253.  An alternative option would be to create an exception within our rules for competitive
ETCs meeting specified criteria. A carrier meeting such criteria would receive support under the
exception by certifying that it met all of the criteria. We seek comment on this process. We also seek
comment on what qualifications a carrier should meet for the exception to apply. For example, we might
permit an exception only when a competitive ETC is not a nationwide carrier or it receives more than $1
per line per month on the assumption that such carriers are more likely to be dependent on universal
service support to maintain their operations. Similarly, exceptions might be available only in those areas
in which there is only a single wireless carrier, because in other areas consumers have an alternative if a
competitive ETC ceases its service. We seek comment on these proposals.

254.  We also seek comment regarding how support would be calculated if a waiver is granted
or an exception is applicable. One option would be to continue applying the identical support rule, on an
uncapped basis, much as the interim cap exception for Tribal lands and Alaska Native regions has been
implemented. Another option would be to freeze per line support as of a specific date. With regard to the
date of the per-line support freeze, we note that certain proposals in this Notice, such as the proposal to
target high-cost support, to phase down IAS, or to reform the support mechanisms for rate-of-return and
rural carriers, would have an impact on the per-line amount. For either option, we would propose capping

40 See Mobility Fund NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 14722, para. 13.
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support on a carrier-specific basis, after implementation of the other reforms. We seek comment on these
options.

255.  Finally, we propose that any waiver or exception to the interim cap phase down would be
eliminated when the long-term vision for CAF is implemented.*'' We seek comment regarding whether
that should occur over one year or a multi-year period. We seek comment regarding whether any other
events would trigger the elimination of the waiver or exception.

256.  Implementation Issues: Under either approach, we seek comment on implementation and
transitional issues related to transitioning some or all competitive ETC support. How should the
transition be implemented in conjunction with the proposal above to phase out IAS for competitive ETCs
over a shorter period?*?

257.  The National Broadband Plan suggested that the Commission could accelerate the phase
down of competitive ETC support by immediately treating a wireless family plan as a single line for
purposes of support calculations.*”> One commenter estimated that this could save up to $463 million
annually.*'* We seek comment on this proposal and specifically invite comment on how we should define
a family plan if we were to adopt such a rule, and what measures would minimize efforts to evade such a
rule. For instance, should we treat all residential lines with the same account holder at a single billing
address as a family plan for purposes of such a rule?

258.  Are there any other transitional issues that we should take into consideration? For
instance, we note that, if existing competitive ETCs relinquish their ETC designations, such
relinquishments could impact existing Lifeline subscribers served by such carriers. Should there be any
required notification to such customers so that they have an opportunity to switch to another carrier that is
an ETC? Should we mandate or permit Lifeline only-ETCs in specific circumstances?

259.  Exception to the Transition to the CAF for Tribal Lands and Alaska Native Regions. We
seek comment on GCI’s proposal that, as with the interim cap, any reduction in competitive ETC support
should include an exception for carriers serving Tribal lands or Alaska Native regions.”> Under this
proposal, all competitive ETCs on Tribal lands or in Alaska Native regions would not be subject to the
interim cap phase down. *'® Should any exception include Hawaiian Home Lands? If commenters
believe that unique circumstances on Tribal lands and in Alaska Native regions and Hawaiian Home
Lands require a different approach, are there changes we should consider to the proposals for the long-
term CAF and/or first phase of the CAF that would better address those unique circumstances than would
creating an exception to the proposed phase out of competitive ETC support? If unique circumstances
justify providing an exception, are there any additional limitations or conditions that that should apply to
the exception? Should support be maintained for competitive ETCs owned, operated, or engaged in joint
ventures with Tribal governments? What conditions should be imposed under such an approach, to
ensure that the goals of universal service are met in areas with such low telephone penetration rates?

11 See infra Section VII (seeking comment on long term role for mobile service providers under the CAF).
12 See supra Section VI.C.
#13 National Broadband Plan at 148.

414 See Letter from Melissa Newman, Vice Pres., Fed. Relations, Qwest Communications International, Inc., to
Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, CC Docket No. 96-45 (Feb. 4, 2010) (proposing that universal service support
be limited to one handset per wireless family plan and suggesting that could yield savings of up to $463 million
annually). In comments filed in response to the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, CTIA opposed limiting support based on
family plans. CTIA July 12,2010 Comments, at 12.

415 Comments of General Communications Inc., WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 24 (filed
July 12, 2010).

41
§ See supra note 4.
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How should support be calculated pursuant to the exception? For instance, should support amounts per
line be frozen? Commenters should provide detailed data and analysis to support their contentions.

260.  Legal Authority. We seek comment on our legal authority to transition, to the CAF,
competitive ETC support provided pursuant to the identical support rule. In section I'V., above, we
outline and seek comment on our legal authority to transition IAS for price cap carriers to the CAF. We
believe the same analysis is applicable with respect to support provided to competitive ETCs pursuant to
the identical support rule. We ask commenters also to provide comment on that analysis in this context of
eliminating the identical support rule.

E. The First Phase of the Connect America Fund

261.  The National Broadband Plan recommended that the Commission “create a fast-track
program in CAF for providers to receive targeted funding for new broadband construction in unserved
areas.”"” In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, we sought comment on the use of a competitive process to
promote investment in rural America unserved by broadband networks. We specifically invited
commenters to address the potential use of an auction proposed by a group of economists to award one-
time subsidies to stimulate the deployment of broadband in discrete areas.*'® Building on the record
developed in that proceeding, we now propose rules for awarding, through auctions, targeted non-
recurring funding to support the deployment of robust fixed or mobile broadband in areas of the country
that lack even basic broadband today, as determined by the forthcoming National Broadband Map and/or
our Form 477 data collection (i.e., areas without broadband advertised as providing download speeds of at
least 768 kbps). This first phase of implementation of the CAF will provide targeted funding that would
supplement, not replace, other support provided through the high-cost program in its current form or as
modified as part of the reforms proposed above. We envision conducting such an auction in 2012 and
potentially again in 2014. We seek comment on the proposals presented below.

1. Legal Authority to Establish a Competitive Process for CAF

262.  We believe the Commission has authority to adopt a competitive process for awarding
support. In the Universal Service First Report and Order, the Commission agreed “with the Joint Board
that competitive bidding is consistent with section 254, and comports with the intent of the 1996 Act to
rely on market forces and to minimize regulation.”"” We seek comment on our authority to establish a
program under which non-recurring support would be provided, based on a competitive bidding system,
to a single entity to deploy and provide broadband service.*

263.  In 1997, the Commission recognized two advantages of using competitive bidding to
determine high-cost universal service support. First, “a compelling reason to use competitive bidding is
its potential as a market-based approach to determining universal service support, if any, for any given
area.””' Second, “by encouraging more efficient carriers to submit bids reflecting their lower costs,
another advantage of a properly structured competitive bidding system would be its ability to reduce the

7 National Broadband Plan at 144.
18 USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6674, 6678 para. 43-48.
19 Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Red at 8951, para. 325.

20 The proposed program is designed to accelerate the deployment of broadband to areas that are unserved.
Accordingly, while we propose to require these recipients to deploy and provide broadband, we assume the area
already has voice telephony service (as we propose to define it herein) through the operation of our existing high
cost programs. We therefore do not propose to require these recipients to provide such voice service in a given area.
If, however, we ultimately do not create a broadband-only ETC designation for these recipients, or if we condition
voice support on the provision of broadband, these recipients may be required to provide voice telephony service as
well as broadband.

21 1d. at 8948, para. 320.
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amount of support needed for universal service.”*** Despite these advantages, the Commission
determined that the record at the time was insufficient to support adoption of a competitive bidding
mechanism, in part because there likely would have been no competition in a significant number of rural,
insular, or high-cost areas.*”® Much has changed since then, including the advent of cable and wireless
Internet, and we therefore seek comment on whether it would be appropriate at this time to test the use of
a competitive process for awarding support.

264. We also believe we have authority to limit CAF support to only one provider per
unserved area. Although state commissions and the Commission may designate more than one ETC per
service area pursuant to section 214(e),"* that designation merely makes a provider eligible to receive
support; it does not guarantee support. The term “eligible” is generally defined to mean “qualified to
participate or be chosen.”* Other provisions in section 254 demonstrate that Congress understood the
difference between eligibility and entitlement.**

265.  Finally, we believe we have broad authority to take measured steps to trial this approach
during this first phase of the CAF.*”” We recognize that if the Commission ultimately makes broadband a
supported service, all ETCs would be required to offer broadband. It is not our intention, however, to
create an unfunded mandate for new obligations. To the extent firms that bid for support do not receive
funding to build out unserved areas, we recognize the need for a flexible approach in developing timelines
for the deployment of broadband.

2. Overall Design of Phase I CAF

266.  The proposed objectives for the first phase of the CAF are to make available non-
recurring support™® for broadband in unserved areas and test the use of reverse auctions more generally as
a longer-term means of disbursing ongoing CAF support. We seek comment on whether these are
appropriate objectives.

267.  We propose to design the first phase of the CAF to use funds efficiently to expand
broadband to as many unserved housing units—that would be unlikely to be served soon or at all without
public investment—as possible. We note that because of our commitment to control the overall size of
the high-cost fund and our proposals to modify rather than immediately transition existing support
mechanisms, funding available in the first phase of the CAF is likely to be insufficient to fund broadband
deployment in all areas that currently lack even basic high speed Internet access—which, for these
purposes, we propose to be 768 kbps download speed. We further note that differences in the cost to
deploy broadband vary significantly among these unserved areas, and our proposed reverse auction will
identify and target funding to those unserved areas that could be served at the lowest cost (i.e., the lowest

422 Id
33 Id. at 8949-50, paras. 322-24.
2447 U.S.C. § 214(e)(2), (6).

#3 See Merriam-Webster, http://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/eligible (defining “eligible” as “qualified to
participate or be chosen”) (last visited Feb. 9, 2011).

426 See, e.g., 47 U.S.C. §§ 254(h)(1)(A) (carriers offering services to rural health care providers “shall be entitled” to
have the difference between the rates to health care providers and other customers in comparable rural areas treated
as a service obligation), 254(h)(1)(B)(ii) (carriers providing services to schools and libraries “shall . . . receive
reimbursement” from the universal service fund).

#7 We note that the Commission previously implemented a pilot program to support the construction of broadband
networks designed to promote access to innovative telehealth and telemedicine services in areas where the need for
those services was most acute. Rural Health Care Support Mechanism, 21 FCC Red at 11111, para. 1.

428 Although we propose to award non-recurring support, we do not propose to require recipients of support to
specify or certify that they will use the money only for capex rather than opex.
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level of public support). In other words, the competition in our proposed auction would primarily be
among providers seeking to serve different geographic areas rather than among providers seeking to serve
the same geographic area.

268.  As discussed more fully below, to maximize the reach of available funds, support would
be available to, at most, one provider in any given unserved area. We propose to use a competitive
process to compare all offers to provide service across the unserved areas eligible for participation in the
first phase of the CAF, which should give providers incentives to seek the least support needed and enable
identification of the providers that will achieve the greatest additional coverage with the limited funding
available.*” We also seeck comment on alternative methods for distributing support.

269.  We propose to specify unserved areas eligible for support on a census block basis, using
data compiled by NTIA pursuant to the Broadband Data Improvement Act of 2008* or data from our
proposed revised Form 477,"" and to distribute support based on bidders’ aggregations of census blocks.

270.  We seek comment on whether we should limit eligibility for CAF support in this first
phase to states that have engaged in access charge reform and/or prioritize support to states that have
established high-cost universal service or other broadband support mechanisms.** Alternatively, we
could decline to impose such limits and instead distribute support to any of the identified unserved census
blocks nationwide.

271.  We propose that providers eligible to compete for support be allowed to deploy terrestrial
wireline or wireless (including using unlicensed spectrum) technologies, and to allow such firms to
partner with satellite broadband providers to fill in gaps in coverage. We seek comment on requiring
deployment to be complete within three years of receipt of funding and propose that the provider’s
obligations to serve the community would last for a defined period of time, such as five years, upon
completion of the deployment.

272.  We note that the unique features of satellite broadband make it difficult to treat it the
same as other technologies. Generally speaking, once a satellite is launched, the incremental cost to reach
a new subscriber (to the extent coverage and capacity are available) is the same whether that subscriber
lives in an area that would be expensive for a terrestrial technology to serve or not. Consequently,
satellites are well suited to serve housing units that are the most expensive to reach for terrestrial
technologies. Planned upcoming satellite launches could provide broadband access to a significant
number of currently unserved housing units. However, while satellite broadband can serve (almost) any
particular unserved housing unit in an area, it does not appear that existing and expected satellite capacity
will be sufficient to serve all unserved housing units in the United States over the next few years at
projected usage levels.*® Because, from a universal service perspective, limited satellite capacity would
be better used to provide access to the arecas most expensive for terrestrial technologies to reach, we
propose to allow satellite broadband providers to partner with terrestrial broadband providers that bid for

9 See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6704, App. B, Paul Milgrom, Gregory Rosston, Andrzej Skrzypacz
& Scott Wallsten, “Comments of 71 Concerned Economists: Using Procurement Auctions to Allocate Broadband
Stimulus Grants,” (April 13, 2009) (submitted to NTIA and Rural Utilities Service) (71 Economists’ Proposal).

9 pyb. L. No. 110-385, 122 Stat. 4096 (codified at 47 U.S.C. §§ 1301-04).

1 See Broadband Data NPRM, FCC 11-14, at paras. 49-65 (seeking comment on whether and how the Commission
should collect deployment data).

2 See infra paras. 297-298.

3 Debate exists about current and future satellite capacity. See, e.g., Letter from John P. Janka, Counsel for ViaSat,
Inc. and WildBlue Communications, Inc., to Marlene Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket
Nos. 05-337, 10-90, attachment at 2 (filed Nov. 2, 2010). Nevertheless, the capacity of publicly announced future
launches could only serve all unserved areas at a much lower rate of data usage per subscriber than even current
usage patterns suggests. See OBI, Broadband Availability Gap, at 90-92.

4646



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

support, subject to certain limits, but not to allow satellite broadband providers to bid on their own.”* We
seek comment on this proposal.

273.  We propose to direct USAC to administer the CAF in accordance with the terms of its
current appointment as Administrator and all existing Commission rules and orders applicable to the
Administrator. We seek comment on whether there are any specific rules or orders currently applicable to
USAC’s administration of the Fund that should not apply to the CAF, and whether there are new or
different requirements we should apply to USAC’s administration of CAF support.

3. Size of Phase I CAF

274.  We propose to dedicate a defined amount of money to fund the first phase of the CAF. As
noted above, this new program would be a new support mechanism that would co-exist with our other,
existing support mechanisms, and funds provided to an area through the CAF would not reduce existing
support mechanisms in the same area. We seek comment on this proposal.

275.  As we undertake reform, we remain committed to controlling the size of USF, and we
expect the reforms we propose today will result in more efficient use of federal support. We seek
comment on whether the Commission should set an overall budget for the CAF such that the sum of any
annual commitments for the CAF and any existing high-cost programs (as modified) in 2012 would be no
greater than projections for the current high-cost program, absent any rule changes. In the alternative, the
budget for the CAF could be set at a smaller amount, allowing program savings to go to reducing the
overall size of the Fund and contribution obligations on consumers. We seek comment on the appropriate
size of the CAF. In light of the high costs that would be required to ensure ubiquitous mobile coverage
and very-high-speed broadband for every American and the length of the transition to the proposed
Connect America Fund, we also seek comment on whether additional investments in universal service
may be needed to accelerate network deployment.

276.  We propose to fund the CAF with savings that we expect to realize from our existing
high-cost support programs. We are currently reclaiming high-cost support that Verizon Wireless and
Sprint agreed to phase out consistent with earlier merger orders.*”> We have proposed above to
rationalize high-cost support provided to remaining competitive ETCs, as well as IAS support, beginning
in 2012, with certain possible exceptions.**® In addition, we have proposed reforms to the other high-cost
support mechanisms to promote efficiency and accountability, including the elimination of local
switching support and a total limit on total support per line.*” Together, these reforms could generate
close to a billion dollars in savings over the next few years, which could be made available to support
broadband deployment through the CAF program without increasing the overall size of the high-cost
portion of USF. We seek comment on whether directing such a defined amount of funding to the CAF
more effectively serves our universal service goals than continuing to provide IAS and competitive ETC
support under current program rules.

4 See supra para. 98; infira paras. 282, 424.
35 See Corr Wireless Order, 25 FCC Red at 12854; Corr Wireless II Order, 25 FCC Red at 18146.

36 See supra Sections VI.C, VI.D. The National Broadband Plan recommended that these funding streams be
retargeted to broadband deployment. National Broadband Plan at 147-48. In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, we
proposed to transition CETC and IAS funding toward broadband. 25 FCC Rcd at 6680-82, paras. 57-58, 60-61.
More recently, in the Corr Wireless Order, the Commission directed USAC to hold reclaimed funds from Verizon
Wireless and Sprint in reserve for eighteen months to allow time for this Commission to complete rulemakings to
implement various recommendations in the National Broadband Plan. Corr Wireless Order, 25 FCC Rcd 12682-83,
paras. 20, 22. In October 2010, the Commission proposed to use a portion of those reclaimed funds to create a
Mobility Fund. See Mobility Fund NPRM, 25 FCC Rcd at 14722, para. 13.

#7 See supra Section VLA.
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277.  If we transition high-cost support for IAS and competitive ETCs more rapidly, additional
funding could be dedicated to the CAF program in 2012. Conversely, if we create exceptions for phasing
down competitive ETC support, less funding would be available for the CAF. We seek comment on these
alternatives in light of our national goals for universal service funding.

278.  As discussed more fully below, we envision that we will hold an initial auction in 2012,
and possibly a second auction in a subsequent year (e.g., in 2014), as more funding is reclaimed through
our reforms. We seek comment on these proposals. If we only use a portion of the funding reclaimed for
the CAF, we also could use some of the remaining funds to help offset proposed reductions in access
charges and/or for other potential support mechanisms. We seek comment on how much, and under what
conditions, such funds might be used for these alternative purposes or to reduce the USF contribution
burden on consumers and businesses.”*

279.  In our initial auction in 2012, we could award funds that, by the time the auction closes
and support is obligated, will have already been reclaimed as a result of the reforms identified above.
Alternatively, we could auction off support based on the existing funds set aside combined with projected
savings from these reforms that have not yet been realized (i.e., we would include amounts projected to be
saved in 2013 and 2014 as well), with a specified amount obligated and paid out initially and the
remainder obligated and paid out in subsequent years.** We seek comment on these alternatives and on
other ways we could size the CAF.

280.  In addition, we seek comment on the appropriate size of the CAF in light of our intention
to award support through an auction mechanism. To ensure the most efficient use of funds, we envision a
support mechanism in which bidders compete for limited funds such that not all bids would be successful.
How should we strike the balance in sizing the CAF to encourage a sufficient number of bidders to
participate while achieving our other objectives?

4. One CAF Provider Per Unserved Area

281.  Given our objective of extending broadband to unserved housing units in as efficient a
manner as possible, we propose that only one entity in any given geographic area receive support in the
first phase of the CAF. We seek comment on this proposal. In some instances, the current incumbent
ETC may also be the winning bidder for CAF support. In others, another entity could win CAF support
for deploying broadband in the unserved area, but the current incumbent would continue to receive
support for its entire study area under existing support mechanisms as modified. What would be the
impact on the incumbent ETC if another entity receives funding to overbuild a portion of the study area?

282.  We propose that only one provider per area would receive CAF support during this initial
phase of the CAF, but we also propose to allow the subsidized provider to partner with others to satisfy
the public interest obligations associated with the CAF. For example, a wireline incumbent carrier in an
area might partner with a satellite provider to leverage the wireline provider’s existing network and to fill
in the highest-cost areas with service provided by satellite. We seek comment on the benefits and risks of
allowing such arrangements, and whether our proposal is consistent with the requirement of section
214(e)(1)(A) of the Act that an ETC provide supported services using its own facilities or a combination
of its own facilities and resold facilities.**® We also seek comment on whether to impose limits on the
percentage of housing units that could be served by such arrangements.

8 See infira Section XIV.
49 See infra paras. 361-362.

0 See 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1)(A). While we propose to require support recipients to be designated as ETCs, we seek
comment on whether we should forbear from imposing such a requirement. See infra para. 318.
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283.  We acknowledge that wireless providers have expressed competitive concerns about the
possibility of limiting support to one provider per area. **' That is, because different service providers
may use incompatible technologies, only certain carriers—those using a compatible technology—would
have the capability of permitting their own customers to roam onto the supported network (which would
be the only network) in that area. In the Mobility Fund NPRM, we sought comment on whether we
should impose terms and conditions of support in light of this concern.*** Should we consider similar
terms and conditions for the first phase of the CAF program?**’ Are there similar terms and conditions
that we should consider for other types of providers? In light of the advance of technology, is such a
concern likely to still be an issue by the time facilities funded through this program are deployed?

5. Auction to Determine Awards of Support

284.  We propose to use auctions to determine the entities that will receive support and the
amount of support they will receive. Specifically, we propose to award a fixed amount of support, paid
out in installments, based on the lowest bid amounts submitted in a reverse auction, as we discuss in more
detail below. Such a mechanism should allow the market to identify the lowest level of public support
needed to deploy broadband in areas unserved by broadband today.*** It will also allow us to select
providers without regard to the type of technology used by such providers, consistent with our goal of
being technology-neutral.

285.  In this proposed reverse auction, bidders would evaluate the amount of support they need
to provide the specified services. In general, bidders would not want to overstate the support they require
because they would be competing against other providers for limited support funds and a higher bid
would reduce their chances of winning. At the same time, they would not want to understate the support
they require because, if they win the auction, they will be required to meet their public interest obligations
with only that level of support.**> As a result, the submitted bids should represent a good estimate of the
support needed to offer service to the areas covered by the bid. We seek comment generally on the use of
a competitive process to determine recipients of support and support amounts, and on the auction format.
We also seek comment on how we might structure the design of CAF to minimize barriers to participation
for entities that may wish to prequalify for loans, either from governmental agencies or private sources, to
complete a proposed buildout.

286.  We propose to determine winning bidders to maximize the extension of broadband
deployment in areas lacking service that provides a download speed of 768 kbps or better. If no bids
cover the same geographic area, selecting winning bids would be straightforward. All bids, across all
areas, would be compared against all other bids, and would be ordered from lowest-price-per-unit bid to

#! See Comments of U.S. Cellular, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 12-18 (filed July 12, 2010);
Comments of Rural Cellular Association, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 16-17 (filed July 12,
2010); Comments of USA Coalition, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 34-40 (filed July 12, 2010);
Comments of Sprint Nextel, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 5-11 (filed July 12, 2010); Reply
Comments of SouthernLINC, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 22-24 (filed Aug. 11, 2010).

*2 Mobility Fund NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 14723-24, paras. 15-19.
3 Cf supra para. 148.

4 As noted above in the Legal Authority section, we could potentially allow ETCs not to provide all supported
services, and therefore allow ETCs to provide only broadband service. On the other hand, if we were to condition
receipt of support for the provision of voice service on the deployment of broadband, a participant in the CAF would
have to provide voice as well as broadband service.

3 Bidders would have significant incentives to fulfill their obligations. We propose that recipients of funding be
required to obtain a letter of credit that would be forfeited if they fail to meet their obligations, and we propose to
verify, through field testing, that they have actually done so. See infra paras. 356-360, 370.
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highest.**® If, as discussed in more detail below, we decide to adjust bids to account for bidders’
commitments to exceed our minimum performance requirements (e.g., bidders offering greater
bandwidth, or lower latency), we would adjust the per-unit bid by a pre-defined amount before ranking
them. Support would be allocated first to the bidder making the lowest (adjusted) per-unit bid, and then
to bidders with the next lowest per-unit bids in turn, until the running sum of support funds for the
winning bidders exhausted the money available in the CAF.

287.  On the other hand, if more than one bid covers the same unserved geographic area, the
method for selecting winning bids may be more complex, given our proposed objective of maximizing the
deployment of broadband to housing units given the available funds. We seek comment below on
possible auction approaches that might be used to achieve this objective. We also seek comment on our
proposal to allocate support by comparing all bids across all areas, rather than just comparing those within
certain subsets of otherwise eligible geographic areas.

288.  Although we propose to use a reverse auction approach to awarding support in the first
phase of the CAF, we note that some commenters have suggested, as an alternative, that we use a
competitive application approach in which we solicit confidential proposals which we (or another entity,
such as USAC) would evaluate using a number of weighted criteria.**’ For example, the Commission
could use a process similar to those used for the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program and the
Broadband Initiatives Program established pursuant to the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of
2009.** We seek comment on using such an approach as an alternative to the reverse auction design
described herein.

6. Identifying Unserved Areas Eligible for Support

289. We propose to identify unserved areas on a census block basis and to offer support for
deployment of broadband to bidder-defined service areas, which could be individual census blocks or
aggregations of census blocks. We seek comment on alternative ways to distribute support to these
unserved areas.

290.  Identifying Unserved Areas by Census Block. As a first step in identifying those areas for
which applicants can bid for support, we propose to determine the deployment of broadband service at the
census block level. Census blocks are the smallest geographic unit for which the Census Bureau collects
and tabulates decennial census data, so determining coverage by census block should provide a detailed
picture of the deployment of broadband service. We propose to use either official census data and/or a
widely used commercial data source, such as the Geolytics Block Estimates and Block Estimates
Professional databases, to identify census block boundaries and for demographic data, depending on
whether data are publicly available that will meet our needs. We seek comment on this proposal.

6 If we choose to weight bids to account for various additional factors, such as promised speeds or latency, we
would compare weighted bids. See infia paras. 338-341.

#7 See Comments of AT&T, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 5-12 (filed July 12, 2010) (proposing
that the Commission use a competitive application process to award support in several iterations as funds become
available); Comments of Verizon and Verizon Wireless, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 33 (filed
July 12, 2010) (encouraging the Commission to use a grant-based program to distribute funds). But see Reply
Comments of National Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No.
09-51, at 33-34 (filed Aug. 11, 2010) (claiming that AT&T’s proposal would not do enough to spur competition).

% The Rural Utilities Service, Department of Agriculture, established the Broadband Initiatives Program and the
National Telecommunications and Information Administration, Department of Commerce, established the
Broadband Technology Opportunities Program pursuant to the American Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009,
Pub. L. No. 111-5, 123 Stat. 115. See Department of Agriculture, Rural Utilities Service, Broadband Initiatives
Program; Department of Commerce, National Telecommunications and Information Administration, Notice of
Funds Availability (NOFA) and Solicitation of Applications, 75 Fed. Reg. 3792 (Jan. 22, 2010).

4650



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

291.  The use of census blocks should also facilitate the use of NTIA’s nationwide broadband
map to identify areas eligible for funding.*** We propose to define unserved areas based on the data
collection initiated by the Broadband Data Improvement Act and funded through the State Broadband
Data and Development Grant Program (SBDD); the first data from that effort are due to be made public
by February 17, 2011.%° We seek comment on how we should define served and unserved areas using
that data; we ask commenters to examine the National Broadband Map once it becomes available and to
provide comment on how we can best use the data available, consistent with our goals. What criteria
should we use to determine whether an area should be considered “unserved” for purposes of the first
phase of the CAF? Should it be the same as any criteria used in the NTIA map? How should we account
for potential limitations in the data? We recognize that, while data are first due to be made available in
February 2011, NTIA’s data collection is ongoing and so we propose using the most recent data available
at the time of our auction. In the alternative, should we rely on Commission data obtained from an
updated Form 477? How should we define served and unserved census blocks using these alternative
data? We seek comment on these possible methods of identifying unserved census blocks and whether
any workable alternatives would be more appropriate in connection with the first phase of the CAF.

292.  We note that NTIA data, on which we propose to rely, may not be completely accurate
because NTIA does not require broadband providers to report their coverage as part of the SBDD
program. We seek comment on whether there is something more that the Commission should do to
encourage states, territories, and Tribal governments to verify that areas for which there is no reported
broadband service are, in fact, unserved. Are there other ways we could ensure that an area reported as
unserved is actually unserved? We also seek comment on whether the value of such verification
outweighs its cost, given that providers will have an incentive to report their coverage if the failure to
report means that a potential competitor could receive a federal subsidy to deploy broadband to that same
area. Does this incentive mean we should be more concerned about overstatement of coverage rather than
understatement of coverage? If so, how should we address such concerns?

293.  Offering Support by Census Blocks. We propose that the geographic areas for auction
should be based on small common building blocks such as census blocks, which bidders could aggregate
together as part of a package bid to cover larger areas. Although we propose to identify unserved areas at
the census block level using the method described above, we propose to allow bidders to bid on multiple
census blocks at auction. Winning bidders would then be awarded support in one or more census blocks.

294.  We seek comment on whether census blocks are the most appropriate basic geographic
unit (which would be subject to aggregation by bidders) for awarding support to expand coverage, or
whether there are other basic geographic units that might better balance the need to identify discrete
unserved areas for which we propose to require coverage with business plan requirements of the different
types of providers that may seek to participate in the first phase of the CAF.**' Are census blocks the
most appropriate basic geographic unit for us to use in relation to support for deployment on Tribal lands,
or would some other basic geographic unit better serve our purposes?

49 Comments of National Cable & Telecommunications Association, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51,
at 18 (filed July 12, 2010).

0 See Department of Commerce, National Telecommunications and Information Administration, State Broadband
Data and Development Grant Program, Docket No. 0660-ZA29, Notice of Funds Availability, 74 Fed. Reg. 32545,
32547 (July 8, 2009) (NTIA State Mapping NOFA). NTIA defines “broadband” for the purposes of the National
Broadband Map to be two-way data transmission to and from the Internet with advertised speeds of at least 768 kbps
downstream and 200 kbps upstream. Id. at 32548.

#1 We recognize that, as with any networked service, the benefits of expanding the availability of service accrue not
only to the additional population reached by the expansion but also to the population already covered. Because there
may be both commercial and public interest benefits in expanding service into areas in which the resident covered
population is relatively low, we are not proposing to set an absolute minimum resident population for an area to
receive support.
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295.  Establishing Unserved Units. We propose to use unserved housing units, identified as
described above, to establish a baseline number of unserved units in each census block identified as
unserved. We also seek comment on whether we should further consider unserved businesses or
community anchor institutions such as schools, libraries, other government buildings, health care
facilities, job centers, or recreation sites in determining the number of unserved units in each census block
to be used for assigning support. Would using such additional factors in determining the unserved units
in each area better represent the public benefits of providing new access to broadband service? Are there
additional or different types of anchor institutions in Tribal lands that should be considered in such an
analysis? We ask that commenters address how we should measure the factors we propose as well as any
other factors they advocate, and how coverage for one type of unit, such as a work site, should compare
with coverage for other units, such as housing units. We also seek comment on how we would obtain the
necessary data to be able to determine with a sufficient level of accuracy the number of businesses and
other institutions in a given area.

296.  Leveraging Support through Cooperation with States.”™* We seek comment on whether

and how the Commission could use CAF support to create incentives for states to take action that will
advance our mutual goals.

297.  The intercarrier compensation section below seeks comment on how to provide states
with incentives to reform intrastate switched access rates.””® We could, for example, limit support in the
first phase of the CAF program to states that have taken or are taking measures to reduce intrastate
switched access rates. Would limiting the program to states that have undertaken access charge reform
provide sufficient incentive for them to do so? We seek comment below on the appropriate criteria for
determining whether a state has taken sufficient action to reform intrastate intercarrier compensation rates
so as to be eligible to participate in the program, if we were to adopt such a limitation. Alternatively,
rather than limiting support only to those states that have undertaken such reforms, should we consider
providing a bidding credit to bidders who propose to deploy in states that have taken action? We also
seek comment on whether Tribal lands should be eligible for support irrespective of the actions of the
states in which they are located to reform access charges.

298.  We note that a number of states have assumed a role in preserving and advancing
universal service by creating high-cost programs similar to the federal high-cost program,** and some
states have undertaken efforts to promote broadband.*” We seek comment on whether and how to
prioritize support in the first phase of the CAF to states that have created such programs or that complete
such actions by a predefined date (such as the date bids are due).”*® To the extent we create such a

#2 The Act defines the term “State” to include territories and possessions. 47 U.S.C. § 153 (47).
433 See infra paras. 544-549.

#4 See Peter Bluhm, Phyllis Bernt & Jing Liu, State High Cost Funds: Purposes, Design, and Evaluation, 2-3
(NRRI January 2010) (Bluhm Paper). According to the Bluhm Paper, the following states have high cost funds:
Alaska, Arizona, Arkansas, California, Colorado, Idaho, Illinois, Indiana, Kansas, Maine, Nebraska, Nevada, New
Mexico, Oklahoma, Oregon, Pennsylvania, South Carolina, Texas, Utah, Wisconsin and Wyoming.

3 Not all of these programs are administered by the state public utility commission. See Bluhm Paper at 32.
Examples of funding programs to support the build-out of advanced networks in unserved and underserved areas
include the California Advanced Services Fund, ConnectME Authority, Illinois Technology Revolving Loan
Program, Idaho Rural Broadband Investment Program (IRBIP), Louisiana Delta Development Initiative, and
Massachusetts Broadband Initiative. See Alliance for Pub. Tech. & Commc’ns Workers of Am., State Broadband
Initiatives 3, 47-49 (2009), available at http://www.thebroadbandresourcecenter.org/apt/publications/reports-
studies/state_broadband initiatives.pdf.

46 See, e.g., Joint Comments of Nebraska Public Service Commission and North Dakota Public Service
Commission, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 15 (filed July 12, 2010) (advocating that the
Commission create explicit support incentives to encourage states to take action to support universal service).
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preference or priority, we propose that states that have created broadband deployment support
mechanisms using state funds would be eligible, regardless of whether they have created high-cost
funds.*” We seek comment on whether all states and territories with broadband support programs should
receive priority, or whether only states and territories that provide a certain amount of support through
their programs should be included. If we provide some form of preference for support to only states that
have programs meeting a certain threshold, how should we determine what that threshold should be?
Should it be a defined dollar amount, an amount per housing unit (or person), or an amount of support per
housing unit unserved by broadband (or per person residing in an unserved housing unit)? What should
the amount be? Also, how should we take account of the significant variation in the design of such
programs across the country?*® Should Tribal lands, as federal enclaves, be eligible for support
irrespective of the actions of the states in which they are located?

299.  We also note that many municipalities have taken an active role in supporting the
deployment of broadband. If we establish a priority or preference for funding for states that have taken a
more active role in supporting broadband or have established a high-cost program, should our rules also
take into account these municipalities’ efforts? Should our rules take into account whether states have
restricted municipalities from funding or deploying broadband networks? If our rules should take these
considerations into account, how should they do so? We seek comment on these issues.

300.  Alternatively, we could treat equally all areas in the country, including territories, that we
determine to be unserved. We seek comment on this alternative proposal.

301.  We invite comment on all of the above alternatives—distributing support among
unserved areas nationwide and prioritizing support to a subset of unserved areas. Under either approach,
are there other measures the Commission should take to ensure an equitable distribution of support, and if
so, what would constitute an equitable distribution? Are there others ways to prioritize support to a
subset of unserved areas that we should consider? We seek comment on the relative merits and
drawbacks of these alternative approaches.

302.  Tribal Areas. We seek comment on whether we should reserve a defined amount of
funds in the first phase of the CAF to award to bidders that will deploy broadband on Tribal lands that are
unserved.”’ In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, we sought comment generally on whether unique
circumstances on Tribal lands warrant a different approach to high-cost support for broadband service.*®
Several commenters asserted that a different approach was appropriate for Tribal lands.*"'

7 This would include, for instance, state broadband programs financed by state bonds or special authorities.

8 For instance, some states have created high cost funds to replace revenues lost as a result of intrastate access
charge reductions, while others have created funds to address changes in regulatory rules. Some states limit the
amount of support provided by establishing benchmark rates for local service. There is variation among the states in
whether support is determined based on forward-looking costs or embedded costs. In some states, carriers provide
explicit bill credits for customers who otherwise would pay retail rates above a specified benchmark, with the fund
reimbursing carriers for such bill credits. See generally Bluhm Paper.

9 See supra note 4.
460 USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6677, para. 50.

! See, e.g., Comments of Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe Telephone Authority, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket
No. 09-51, at 4-7 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of Navajo Nation Telecommunications Regulatory Commission,
WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3-6 (filed July 12, 2010); Joint Comments of Native Public Media
and the National Congress of American Indians, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3-6 (filed July 12,
2010).
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303.  We recognize that communities on Tribal lands have historically had less access to
telecommunications services than any other segment of the population.*®*  While recent and reliable data
are lacking, in the past the Commission has estimated that less than ten percent of residents on Tribal
lands have access to broadband.*® Also, Tribal lands are often located in rural, high-cost areas, and
present distinct connectivity challenges. Indeed, the National Broadband Plan observed that many Tribal
communities face significant obstacles to the deployment of broadband infrastructure, including high
build-out costs, limited financial resources that deter investment by commercial providers and a shortage
of technically trained members who can undertake deployment and adoption planning.*** As a result, the
National Broadband Plan noted that Tribes need substantially greater financial support than is presently
available to them, and accelerating Tribal broadband will require increased funding.*”® Setting aside a
portion of the CAF support for use in Tribal lands may be one way to address these unique challenges and
to ensure affordable access to broadband. We seek comment on whether we should reserve funds for
these purposes, and, if so, how large a reserve we should set aside. We also seek comment on whether we
should adopt any additional measures to ensure any funds reserved in this manner are used efficiently, in
the event that few bidders compete for such funding. We further seek comment on whether any funds
reserved for Tribal lands that remain unawarded should be treated any differently from unreserved funds
that remain unawarded after the auction.*®®

304.  As an alternative to, or possibly in addition to, setting aside funds to support broadband
deployment on Tribal lands, we seek comment on whether we should provide bidding credits to bidders,
including Tribally owned carriers, that propose to deploy to Tribal lands.

305.  We have recognized that Tribes are inherently sovereign governments that enjoy a unique
relationship with the federal government.*” And we have reaffirmed our policy to promote a government-
to-government relationship between the Commission and federally recognized Indian Tribes.*® This
relationship warrants a tailored approach that takes into consideration the unique characteristics of Tribal
lands.*® We note that bidders (and ultimately, recipients) seeking to serve Tribal lands and Native
communities will be required to comply with certain federal and Tribal land lease and access permitting
processes. They will likely face challenges to deployment planning resulting from demographic
conditions that lead to the very low broadband coverage rates on Tribal lands. Because bidders will need
to engage directly with Tribal governments to address these requirements and to partner with Tribal
anchor institutions, we seek comment on how the design of the program may properly include Tribal
governments to ensure the efficient operation of the CAF on Tribal lands. We seek comment on how to

42 See National Broadband Plan at 152 (citing Extending Wireless Telecommunications Services to Tribal Lands,
WT Docket No. 99-266, Report and Order and Further Notice of Proposed Rule Making, 15 FCC Red 11974, 11978
(2000)).

463 See National Broadband Plan at 152.
464 I d

465 11

46 See infra para. 346.

7 Tribal Policy Statement, 16 FCC Rcd 4078; see also National Broadband Plan at 146. The United States
currently recognizes more than 565 American Indian Tribes and Alaska Native Villages. See The Federally
Recognized Indian Tribe List Act of 1994, Pub. L. 103-454, 108 Stat. 4791 (1994) (Secretary of the Interior is
required to publish in the Federal Register an annual list of all Indian Tribes which the Secretary recognizes to be
eligible for the special programs and services provided by the United States to Indians because of their status as
Indians).

8 Tribal Policy Statement, 16 FCC Red at 4079-80.
4% National Broadband Plan at 146.
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design the CAF program to address these issues and to promote the deployment of broadband to Tribal
lands.

306.  Insular Areas. We seek comment on whether we should reserve a defined amount of
funds in the CAF for insular areas. Section 254 of the Act, which provides for the federal universal
service program, specifically references the need for “insular” areas of the United States to have access to
advanced services. The Commission has, to date, not defined the term “insular” areas in the context of
the universal service program.*”® In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, however, we sought comment
generally on whether unique circumstances in insular areas warrant a different approach to high-cost
support for broadband service.””! Several commenters contended that a different approach is needed
because geographic, economic and social challenges present in insular areas serve as obstacles to
deployment and adoption.*”> PRTC contends that the Commission should prioritize deployment in insular
areas until they achieve the same level of penetration as other areas.”> PR Wireless urges that any reform
of universal service must include a separate mechanism for insular areas.’* Setting aside funds to be
specifically targeted to insular areas that trail national broadband coverage rates may be one way to help
address these issues. Accordingly, we seek comment on whether we should reserve some funds in the
first phase of the CAF for bidders seeking to serve insular areas, and, if so, how much. Is there sufficient
evidence that such a set-aside is necessary or appropriate? In addition, we seek comment on how we
should define “insular areas™ in this context. We further seek comment on whether any funds reserved for
insular areas that remain unawarded should be treated any differently from unreserved funds that remain
unawarded after the auction.*”

307.  As an alternative to, or possibly in addition to, setting aside funds to support broadband
deployment in insular areas, we seek comment on whether we should provide bidding credits to bidders
that propose to deploy to insular areas.

7. Pre-existing Deployment Plans

308. The goal of the first phase of the CAF is to increase broadband deployment in unserved
rural and high-cost areas, not to fund existing facilities or deployment to which a carrier has already
committed to federal or state regulators. We seek comment on how to structure the program to avoid
outcomes that would be inconsistent with that goal. We note, for example, that Frontier Communications,
in connection with its acquisition from Verizon of almost 5 million lines in primarily rural and small-town

470 The Commission has previously proposed defining insular areas as “islands that are territories or commonwealths
of the United States.”” Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service: Promoting Deployment and Subscribership
in Unserved and Underserved Areas, Including Tribal and Insular Areas, CC Docket No. 96-45, Further Notice of
Proposed Rulemaking, 14 FCC Red 21177, 21233, para. 137 (1999). The Commission has never formally adopted
that proposed definition, although it did, in 2005, seek to refresh the record on the issues raised in the 1999 NPRM.
See Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, High-Cost Universal Service Support, CC Docket No. 96-45,
WC Docket No. 05-337, Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 20 FCC Red 19731, 19746-47, para. 34 (2005).

"L USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6677, para. 50.

472 See, e.g., Reply Comments of PR Wireless, Inc., WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 4 (filed Aug.
11, 2010); Comments of Puerto Rico Telephone Company, Inc. (PRTC), WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-
51, at 5-7 (filed July 12, 2010). PRTC attributes the lack of broadband connectivity in Puerto Rico to a number of
factors, including the extensive poverty in Puerto Rico, the island’s poor overall economic health, and the unique
expenses of providing service in an isolated and tropical area like Puerto Rico. /d. at 9.

473 Reply Comments of Puerto Rico Telephone Company, Inc., WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 3
(filed Aug. 11, 2010).

47 PR Wireless Aug. 11, 2010 Reply Comments at 4.
475 See infra para. 346.
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areas, has committed to significantly extend broadband availability in its service areas.”’® Should we, in
addition, explicitly limit funding in the first phase of the CAF to “new,” or incremental, capacity or
deployment to which the carrier has not already committed? How would we define “new” capacity or
deployment? As of what date? How would we enforce such a requirement? We note that any limits we
might impose in this regard would not be intended to preclude carriers from receiving support—if
otherwise available—for deploying broadband beyond any commitments they have made to state or
federal regulators. We propose below to ensure that we avoid funding through the CAF the deployment of
broadbanca 717n an area where deployment is funded by other sources, such as the NTIA BTOP or RUS BIP
programs.

8. Public Interest Obligations for Phase I CAF

3009. Above, we generally propose public interest requirements for all recipients (current high-
cost recipients and CAF recipients) including coverage, deployment, reporting, and other obligations. The
unique circumstances and purposes of the first phase of the CAF, however, could warrant some different
obligations. To what extent should we adopt the same public interest obligations for the first phase of the
CAF as for the CAF more generally, and to what extent we should adopt differing requirements? In this
section, we highlight a few key proposed obligations.

310. Broadband coverage. We seek comment on the relative merits of our proposal to employ
a Commission-established coverage requirement and the alternative of using a bidder-established coverage
requirement this context. Commission-established minimum coverage requirements may result in more
ubiquitous service within each supported area as service would likely be required to reach more housing
units within each area than would a bidder-established requirement, but may also result in service being
supported in fewer areas as each area could require more support. The alternative approach of bidder-
defined coverage requirements may result in new broadband service being made available in more housing
units overall than a Commission-established requirement, but may also result in less extensive coverage in
each area. In order to reduce their bids and increase their likelihood of winning support, bidders may
target the housing units that can be reached with the least support within any area and not attempt to reach
other units in the same area which would require more support. We seek comment on the respective
merits and drawbacks of our proposal and the alternative. In particular, will one approach or the other
better serve the public interest given the intent to provide a non-recurring infusion of funds intended to
spur investment in areas requiring the least support, recognizing that support available would not be
sufficient to reach all unserved areas nationwide? We also seek comment on what coverage requirement
the Commission should establish if we decide to adopt that approach.

311. Speed. We propose that recipients of support in the first phase of the CAF be required to
deploy broadband networks of at least 4 Mbps (actual) downstream and 1 Mbps (actual) upstream.””® We
seek comment on this proposal and possible alternatives, such as 3 Mbps (actual) downstream and 768
kbps (actual) upstream.

312. We seek comment on whether we should require recipients of support during the first
phase of the CAF to meet an evolving speed requirement, post-award, to account for changes in
technology and consumer demand over time, and how that would impact willingness to participate in the
auction or the bids offered. To provide sufficient clarity for bidders, should we specify that performance
requirements will not be increased for a specified number of years, such as 3 years after the first receipt of

476 dpplications Filed by Frontier Communications Corporation and Verizon Communications, Inc. for Assignment
or Transfer of Control, WC Docket No. 09-95, Memorandum Opinion and Order, 25 FCC Rcd 5972, 6001 App. C
(2010).

477 See infra para. 323.

478 See supra Section V.D.3 (discussing attributes of broadband and seeking comment on how to define and measure
“actual” performance).

4656



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

funding? How should our rules address the possibility that a recipient of support might not able, because
of technological limitations or other reasons, to meet new standards after the initial period? What are the
cost implications of requiring recipients to meet an evolving speed standard? Should there be a process to
adjust support amounts in the future, if higher speeds are required?

313.  Deployment and Duration. We also seek comment on the appropriate duration of public
interest obligations imposed on recipients. In the Public Interest Obligations section, we seek comment
on requiring recipients to build out within a specified timeframe (e.g., three years) of their initial receipt
of funding. Here, we propose that recipients of support during the first phase of the CAF build out within
three years of their initial receipt of funding, and that obligations continue for a defined period, such as
five years, following completion of the build out by the provider. We seek comment on these timeframes.
We further seek comment on whether we should require that recipients meet a certain threshold of their
coverage requirement, such as 50 percent within the bid area, by a milestone date, such as 18 months after
the initial receipt of funding.

314.  Given the ongoing nature of our reform efforts, we seek comment on whether, upon the
completion of comprehensive universal service reform, recipients that ultimately receive long-term CAF
support should be relieved of any obligations imposed as a result of receipt of funding in the first phase of
the CAF, with those obligations being replaced by any public interest obligations imposed on long-term
support recipients. Assuming a different provider begins receiving long-term support and complying with
the public interest obligations for long-term support recipients, should the recipient of first-phase support
be required to continue to comply with any still-applicable obligations, or should those obligations be
phased out in these circumstances? We seek comment on these issues.

315.  Inaddition, we seek comment on the role of states, territories, and Tribal governments in
monitoring the public interest obligations of CAF recipients. Should states, territories, and Tribal
governments be permitted to establish additional public interest obligations for CAF recipients? If so,
how should those obligations be funded and enforced? We propose that if we permit such additional
obligations to be imposed on those receiving support in the first phase of the CAF, we would require them
to be promulgated before our deadline for submitting auction bids, so that potential bidders could take
into account such requirements in formulating their bids. We seek comment on this proposal.

9. Support Eligibility Requirements

316.  In this section, we seek comment on what minimum requirements we should impose on
entities applying for support during the first phase of the CAF. We: (1) seek comment on whether we
should require that an entity be designated (or have applied for designation) as an ETC pursuant to section
214(e) of the Act, by the state public utilities commission (PUC) (or the Commission, where the state
PUC does not designate ETCs) in any area that it seeks to serve; (2) propose that an applicant must be a
terrestrial wireline or wireless service provider and hold any necessary authority (or have applied for any
necessary authority) to provide broadband in the geographic area it seeks to serve, as well as to hold any
spectrum licenses necessary to provide the services proposed; and (3) propose to require that an entity
certify that it has submitted all requested broadband deployment data as part of the State Broadband Data
and Deployment program. We propose that, subject to these requirements, applicants be eligible to
submit bids seeking support to deploy service in multiple unserved areas. Below, we seek comment on
these minimum requirements, inquire whether other minimum standards are desirable, and solicit
comment on other provider eligibility issues.

317.  We propose a two-stage application process similar to the one we use in spectrum license
auctions.*” Based on the eligibility requirements for support, we would require a pre-auction “short-

7 This is consistent with Qwest’s recommendation that any competitive bid process should include a prescreening
process, a bidding period, a bid selection period, and a service delivery and reporting period that would include
provider-of-last-resort obligations. Comments of Qwest Communications International, Inc. (Qwest), WC Docket
No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 8-9 (filed July 12, 2010).
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form” application to establish eligibility to participate in the auction, relying primarily on disclosures as to
identity and ownership and applicant certifications, and perform a more extensive, post-auction review of
the winning bidders’ qualifications based on required “long-form” applications. Such an approach should
provide an appropriate screen to ensure participants are serious without being unduly burdensome. This
would allow us to move forward quickly with the auction, which would speed the distribution of funding
and ultimately the provision of broadband to currently unserved areas. We seek comment on the use of
this proposal.

a. ETC Designation and Service Areas

318.  As discussed above,™ section 254(e) of the Act provides that a carrier must be
designated as an ETC to receive universal service support.”®' Above, we sought comment on whether we
could or should forbear from imposing this requirement on recipients in general;** here, we seek
comment on whether we could or should forbear from imposing this requirement on recipients of support
in the first phase of the CAF, even if we do not forbear in a broader context.”*’ And if we do forbear from
this requirement, what requirements should replace it?

319.  Even if we do not forbear from the requirement in section 254(e) that universal service
support recipients be designated as ETCs, we nevertheless may wish to permit entities to bid for support
even if they have not yet been designated. We seek comment on allowing entities that have applied for
designation as ETCs in the relevant area to participate in the reverse auction. Alternatively, or
additionally, we could permit entities to apply for ETC designation on a contingent basis. We envision
that applicants could identify areas for which they seek designation only if they win support for those
areas. Applicants filing these conditional applications would thus be protected from finding themselves
designated, and subject to the obligations that go along with being designated, in areas where they do not
win support.** Alternatively, we could require carriers to be designated as ETCs wherever they wish to
bid prior to their participation in the auction. We seek comment on these proposals as well. Commenting
parties should discuss whether the potential gain by allowing a larger pool of applicants through one or
both of these proposals offsets any potential abuse and delay that could result if a non-ETC were to bid
and win the auction, but then be deemed ineligible for support.

b. Authorization to Provide Required Services and Other Certifications

320.  To participate in an auction and receive support, we propose that an entity be required to
hold, or otherwise have access to, any required authorization to provide the required services. As an
initial matter, we propose that entities currently authorized to operate in targeted unserved areas should be
deemed to meet this requirement. We also seek comment on whether entities other than currently
authorized providers should be eligible to participate if they have either applied for any necessary
authorization or have entered into an agreement to obtain any necessary authorization (e.g., through an
assignment, transfer of control, or leasing arrangement). For example, in the case of a wireless carrier,
would a binding agreement for access to necessary spectrum be sufficient for eligibility? In the case of

40 See supra para. 88.

8147 U.S.C. §§ 214(e), 254(e). If the relevant state commission lacks jurisdiction to designate a particular carrier
an ETC, the Act gives that authority to the Commission. See 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(6).

2 See supra para. 89.
3 See 47 U.S.C. § 160(a).

8 pursuant to 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(1) and section 54.101(b) of the Commission’s rules, an ETC is obligated to
provide all of the supported services defined in section 54.101(a) throughout the area for which it has been
designated an ETC. Accordingly, if we do not permit conditional ETC applications, but instead require a carrier to
be designated (or have applied for designation) as an ETC, at the time of an auction, in all areas for which it wishes
to receive support, the carrier could find itself designated and obliged to provide services in areas where it does not
receive any support.
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Tribal lands, should entities be required to obtain authorization from Tribal governments to serve on their
lands before becoming eligible for support? We seek comment on these issues.

321.  Above, we seek comment on whether to limit eligibility to those states that have
undertaken intrastate access charge reform.*® If we impose such a limit, should we require potential
bidders to provide certification or documentation that such state action has occurred where they seek
support?

322.  We propose to limit participation in the auction to those applicants able to certify that
they have submitted all requested broadband deployment data as part of the State Broadband Data and
Deployment program. We note that parties that have not been requested to provide such data would be
permitted to certify that they have provided all data requested, and that, because the SBDD program is
ongoing, parties that have not previously responded to requests for broadband data would have an
opportunity to provide requested data as part of that program before any auction for support was
conducted. We seek comment on this proposal generally, and on whether such a limitation should apply
to Tribal areas.

323.  We propose to require additional applicant certifications to avoid funding the deployment
of broadband in an area where broadband deployment is funded by other sources (i.e., other federal or
state broadband grants to the same or other carriers in a given area).*®® We seek comment on this
proposal. Would a potential bidder have sufficient information to make a certification that no other
carrier in a given area is receiving funding to extend facilities in the same geographic area? In addition,
should we require applicants to demonstrate that they have the ability to meet accounting, financial,
monitoring and reporting requirements?**’ We seek comment on these issues and whether such
requirements are appropriate for a competitive process. Parties providing suggestions should be specific
and explain how the eligibility requirements would serve the ultimate goals of the CAF.

10. Competitive Award Process

324.  In this section, we propose rules for and seek comment on certain elements of the auction
process, including the application and bidding processes. Accordingly, as detailed in Appendix A, we
propose rules that will provide some flexibility to choose among various methods of conducting the

% See supra para. 297.

4% See, e.g., Comments of Florida Public Service Commission, GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137, at 4 (filed
Dec. 15, 2009) (carriers should not be able to double dip from different federal agencies for the same project);
Comments of US Cellular, GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137, at 15 (filed Dec. 7, 2009); Comments of
CenturyLink, GN Docket Nos. 09-47, 09-51, 09-137, at 27-28 (filed Dec. 7, 2009); see also American Recovery and
Reinvestment Act of 2009, Pub. L. No. 111-5, 123 Stat. 115, 119 (providing that no area in which a broadband
project is being funded through the Rural Utilities Service’s Broadband Initiatives program may receive funding to
provide broadband service under the Broadband Technology Opportunities Program). We note that NTIA and the
Rural Utilities Service, in administering their respective broadband deployment initiatives under the American
Recovery and Reinvestment Act of 2009, sought to prevent a single deployment from obtaining funding from both
programs. See Department of Commerce, National Telecommunications and Information Administration,
Broadband Technology Opportunities Program, Notice of Funds Availability and Solicitation of Applications, 75
Fed. Reg. 3795-96 (Jan. 22, 2010) (NTIA stating that it strongly recommends that applicants eligible for Rural
Utilities Service loans or grants or those applicants whose projects sought to include a last mile service area that was
at least 75 percent rural to apply for BIP funding; NTIA stating thereafter it would view such applications
unfavorably and would not consider them a funding priority).

87 See Qwest July 12, 2010 Comments at 8.
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bidding and procedures to use during the bidding.*** These rules are generally modeled on the
Commission rules that govern the design and conduct of our spectrum license auctions.**

325.  Although the rules we propose below establish the framework for conducting an auction,
they do not necessarily by themselves establish the specific detailed procedures that will govern any
auction process. We envision that the Commission will develop and provide notice to potential bidders of
detailed auction procedures prior to conducting an auction. Specifically, we propose that, after
establishing program and auction rules, the Commission release a Public Notice announcing an auction
date, identifying areas eligible for support through the auction, and seeking comment on specific detailed
auction procedures to be used, consistent with those rules. We further propose that the Commission
release a subsequent Public Notice specifying the auction procedures, including dates, deadlines, and
other details of the application and bidding process. Consistent with our existing practice for spectrum
license auctions, we propose to delegate authority to the Wireline Competition Bureau and the Wireless
Telecommunications Bureau to establish as outlined here, through public notices, the necessary detailed
auction procedures prior to an auction, and to take all other actions needed to conduct any such auction.
We seek comment on this proposal.

a. Short-Form Application

326.  Asnoted above, we propose to use a two-stage application process similar to the one we
use in spectrum license auctions.”® Under this proposal, we would require entities interested in
participating in an auction to submit a pre-auction “short-form” application. After the auction, a more
extensive review of the winning bidders’ qualifications through “long-form™ applications would be
conducted. We envision that both applications would be filed electronically, in a process similar to that
used for spectrum license auctions. Here we seek comment on the specifics of the “short-form”
application.

327.  We propose that, in the short-form application, potential bidders must provide basic
ownership information, including all real parties in interest and officers and directors of such parties, and
certify their compliance with the eligibility requirements for obtaining support. We anticipate requiring
disclosure of information consistent with our proposals in the Broadband Data NPRM.*'  For example,
we anticipate requiring bidders to identify any partnerships with others to provide supported services and
to state whether they will provide supported services using leased spectrum (identifying from whom it
will be leased). This information will establish the identity of applicants and provide information that
will aid in ensuring compliance with and enforcement of our rules. Also, a potential bidder would need to
certify its qualifications to receive CAF support.*”” Finally, we propose that applicants be required to
certify that they have and will comply with all applicable rules. We seek comment on these proposed
short-form application requirements.

328.  We seek comment on the extent to which we can minimize the reporting burden on
applicants by allowing them to refer to ownership information already possessed by the Commission and
either update the ownership information or certify that there have been no changes in the ownership
information since it was last submitted to the Commission.

329.  In addition, we propose that applicants be required to identify in their short-form
applications the specific areas they might bid to serve. As in our spectrum license auctions, identifying an

8 See infra Appendix A.
9 Cf., 47 C.F.R. Part 1, Subpart Q.
0 See supra para. 317.

1 See Broadband Data NPRM, FCC 11-14, paras. 100-104 (seeking comment whether the Commission should
collect ownership and contact information).

2 See supra Section VI.E.9.b.
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area as one in which a bidder was potentially interested in serving would not commit the bidder to
actually bidding for support for that area in the auction. However, the availability of this information
could be helpful in ensuring compliance with our auction rules. We seek comment on this proposal and
on any other information that we should require of applicants in the pre-auction stage that would help
ensure a quick and reliable application process.*”

330.  We propose that applications to participate in an auction should be subject to review for
completeness and compliance with our rules, and we envision a process similar to that used in spectrum
license auctions. Specifically, after the application deadline, we would review the short-form
applications. Once review is complete, we would publicly announce which short-form applications are
deemed acceptable and which are deemed incomplete. Applicants whose short-form applications were
deemed incomplete would be given a limited opportunity to cure defects and to resubmit corrected
applications.””* As with spectrum license auctions, applicants would be able to make only minor
modifications to their short-form applications.” Major amendments would result in the application
being dismissed.*”® Following review of any resubmitted applications, we would make a second public
announcement designating the applicants that have qualified to participate in auction. We seek comment
on this application process.

b. Basic Auction Design

331. Inareverse auction, potential providers of a defined service or other benefit compete to
provide it at the lowest bid. This approach can offer a relatively quick, simple, and transparent method of
selecting parties that will provide a benefit for the lowest subsidy amount and setting the support those
parties should be paid. There are a number of potential auction formats. We seek comment on the best
auction design to maximize the deployment of broadband to housing units where there is currently no
access to broadband for a fixed total amount of support. In addition to the likelihood of maximizing
broadband deployment to currently unserved housing units, design considerations should include
simplicity for both bidders and the Commission, transparency, and the minimization of opportunities for
gaming.

c. Bidding Process

332.  Indiscussing the public interest obligations of parties receiving support in the first phase
of the CAF, we sought comment on the minimum coverage the Commission might require providers to
offer in areas for which they receive support. We noted above that establishing minimum coverage
requirements may maximize the number of housing units within supported areas where new broadband
service would be deployed. We also described the alternative possibility of allowing bidders to establish
their own coverage requirements by specifying the number of housing units to be passed in areas on
which they bid. This alternative approach of bidder-defined coverage requirements may result in new
broadband service being made available to more housing units overall than a Commission-established
requirement, but may also result in less extensive coverage in each area. In this section, we seek
comment on aspects of the bidding process related to our proposal and the alternative method of
establishing coverage requirements in areas for which support is received.

333.  Under our proposal that the Commission establish the minimum coverage that must be
provided in an area, multiple bids for the same area would be offers to serve the same number of housing

3 We note that we propose below that the Commission have the discretion to determine how much, if any,
information regarding short form applications should be made public. See infra para. 347.
¥4 Cf 47 CFR.§ 1.2105(b)(2).

% 1d. Major amendments would include, for example, changes in ownership of the applicant that would constitute
an assignment or transfer of control.

% In addition, applicants who fail to correct defects in their applications in a timely manner as specified by public
notice would have their applications dismissed with no opportunity for resubmission. Cf. 47 C.F.R. § 1.2105(b)(3).
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units (at minimum), and the bids could be compared simply based on their per-required-unit-covered
subsidy amount, without needing to consider additional variables. We seek comment on such an
approach.

334.  Alternatively, bidders might be permitted to specify the minimum coverage they will
provide in an area—i.e., the number of units they will commit to pass—in their bids. This would permit
bidders to propose lower bids by selecting the units that they could reach within a given area with the
lowest amount of support. We seek comment on how to best design an auction process incorporating
bidder-specified coverage requirements consistent with our aims. How should the extent of coverage
proposed by the bid be balanced with the amount of support sought by the bid?

335.  Inaddressing the two coverage requirements we discuss above, we ask commenters to
consider the relative merits and drawbacks of the different auction mechanisms that are necessitated by
the different coverage requirements in light of our goals for the CAF in particular and universal service
reform generally. The auction mechanism could be simpler if the Commission establishes minimum
requirements.*”’ In contrast, allowing bidder-defined coverage would require that we take both bid
amount and varying bidder-defined coverage numbers into account when determining winning bids,
which would require a somewhat more complex mechanism.

336.  Regardless of how the minimum coverage to be provided is established, we do not intend
to discourage providers from providing coverage beyond the minimum in any area for which they receive
support. Should winning bidders be able to receive additional support if they exceed their coverage
requirements? If so, how should such additional support be calculated? Should the answers differ
depending on which approach to coverage is adopted, and if so, how?

337.  We also seek comment on whether we should use a single-round sealed bid format or a
different format.

338.  Other criteria or bidding credits/penalties. We propose to select winning bidders and
award support based on bids that state a price at which the bidder would meet our minimum performance
requirements for the number of housing (or other) units covered by the bid, ranking bids by price per unit
covered. This approach simplifies the bidding and minimizes the administrative burden of conducting an
auction.

339.  Asan alternative to considering units passed as alike as long as providers meet minimum
performance requirements, we could permit bidders to commit to various quality adjustments—such as
higher speeds, lower latency, mobility, or a better upgrade path—and take those quality adjustments into
consideration when determining winning bidders. We also could take into account whether the bidder is
the carrier of last resort for voice service. One way to do this is to adjust bid prices using specified
weights for various criteria not related to housing units served. We seek comment on this proposal. Are
there benefits to using multiple weighted criteria? If so, would such an approach be preferable to
considering bids for minimum performance requirements? If commenters prefer the use of multiple
criteria, they should specify the criteria and weights associated with such criteria.

340.  Another approach to considering performance quality would be to use bidding credits to
allow tradeoffs among coverage and certain performance requirements, such as speed, latency, mobility,
or upgrade path. If so, which performance characteristics should be selected for credits? How would we
determine the value of any performance characteristic? What data or other information, such as

7 A Commission-defined coverage requirement avoids the need to select among multiple bids that would provide
coverage for different numbers of housing (or other) units within the same geographic area. We note that certain
ways of implementing package bidding with a Commission-defined coverage requirement may create a need to
select among multiple bids for packages of geographic areas that partially overlap. However, there are also ways to
implement package bidding that could preclude this possibility or limit its effect. We seek comment elsewhere on
the need for package bidding and alternative ways to implement it.
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econometric studies on the value to consumers of speed, reduced latency, and other performance
characteristics, could be used to set the size of the credit?*®

341.  Under either scenario—weighted criteria or bidding credits/penalties—should the
rankings or bids be adjusted to reflect other differences, such as a commitment to setting the retail price
below some maximum level or a usage cap above some minimum? How could we administer bidding
credits or weighting criteria to provide preferences to carriers in Tribal lands, insular areas, or states that
have undertaken intercarrier compensation reform? How would we monitor and enforce performance
according to the criteria selected? ~We seek comment on these issues.

342.  Reserve prices. We propose that the Commission reserve the discretion, prior to the
auction, to establish area-specific reserve prices (on a per-unit or other basis), separate and apart from any
maximum opening bids, and to elect whether or not to disclose those reserves. We seek comment on this
proposal and the basis for determining such reserve prices.

343.  Aggregating service areas and package bidding. We propose to provide that the
Commission would have discretion to establish bidding procedures for any auction that would permit
bidders to submit package bids on aggregations of census blocks, so that their bids may take into account
scale and other essential efficiencies that block-by-block bidding may not permit.*”” We seek comment on
the extent to which such scale efficiencies are significant in this context, and if they are important,
whether there are other auction designs that would better accommodate such concerns. For example, if
bidders simply specify, in dollars, the subsidy required to serve a single defined number of housing units,
a bidder might make several bids in overlapping areas, each bid taking into account the effects of any
economies of scale that would be realized from winning support to deploy to that combination of census
blocks. Alternatively, should we permit bidders to make flexible bids, expressing an offer in terms of a
fixed price necessary to serve any housing units in some broad geographic area (defined by the bidder as
an aggregation of census blocks) plus a separate price for each census block served (with the bidder
specifying number of housing units passed) within that area? How would such contingent bids be treated
in the winner-determination process we discuss above?

344.  We seek comment generally on the use of package bidding. We propose that specific
procedures for package bidding be among those determined as part of the process of establishing the
detailed procedures for an auction. We expect that proposals for such procedures would consider how to
implement package bidding consistent with our proposal to award support to at most one provider in a
geographic area, without allowing geographic overlaps among packages to disqualify desirable bids. For
this purpose, proposals might include limited package bidding, including permitting only predefined non-
overlapping packages, permitting bidders to submit package bids on geographically adjacent census
blocks, and/or the possibility of requiring that bidders submitting package bids also submit separate bids
on the component blocks. We seek comment on all of these issues. We further seek comment on whether
package-bidding procedures should include provisions permitting re-packaging of census blocks under
certain circumstances, and, if so, what those provisions should be.

345.  Withdrawn bids. The Commission has discretion, in developing procedures for its
spectrum license auctions, to provide bidders limited ability to withdraw provisionally winning bids
before the close of an auction. We propose that the Wireline Competition Bureau and the Wireless
Telecommunications Bureau be delegated authority to determine any such procedures in the pre-auction
process, including establishing bid withdrawal payments, when required.

4% See, e.g., Gregory Rosston, Scott J. Savage, and Donald M. Waldman, Household Demand for Broadband
Internet Service, http://www.tprcweb.com/images/stories/2010%20papers/Rosston-Savage-Waldman_2010.pdf (last
visited Feb. 9, 2011).

49 1 a bidder were awarded support based on a package bid, it would still be required to meet the performance
requirements for each census block in the package. For example, it would have to provide access to a specified
percentage of the units in each census block if the Commission were to establish such a requirement.
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346.  Funds remaining unawarded after auction. We anticipate that some funds may remain
unawarded after the last bid is accepted—for there to be no remaining funds, the last bid accepted would
have to be priced precisely to exhaust all remaining funds. We seek comment on ways to address the
issue of unawarded funds. Should we retain such funds for future auctions, use such funds to satisfy
existing high-cost demand in the upcoming quarter, or should we choose some other alternative?

d. Information and Competition

347.  Inthe interests of fairness and maximizing competition in the auction process, we
propose to prohibit applicants competing for support from communicating with one another regarding the
substance of their bids or bidding strategies.’® Information available in short-form applications or in the
auction process itself might also be used to attempt to reduce competition. Accordingly, for spectrum
license auctions, the Commission adopted rules providing it with discretion to limit public disclosure of
auction-related information, for example by keeping non-public during the auction process certain
information from applications and/or the bidding.®" We propose to adopt similar rules for a CAF reverse
auction and seek comment on this proposal. We recognize that some communication among potential
bidders may be necessary for them to evaluate whether they wish to bid jointly. We seek comment on
how to design our rules to permit communications necessary to enable joint or cooperative bids but to
prohibit improper bid coordination or bid-rigging.

e. Auction Cancellation

348.  As with the Commission’s spectrum license auctions, we propose that the Commission’s
rules provide it with the discretion to delay, suspend, or cancel bidding before or after a reverse auction
begins under a variety of circumstances, including, but not limited to, natural disasters, technical failures,
administrative necessity, or any other reason that affects the fair and efficient conduct of the bidding.**
We seek comment on this proposal.

11. Post-auction Process and Administration of Phase I CAF
a. Post-auction Long-Form Application

349.  We propose that, after bidding has ended, the Commission identify and notify the
winning bidders and declare the bidding closed. We propose that, unless otherwise specified by public
notice, a winning bidder be required to submit a long-form application within 10 business days after being
notified that it is a winning bidder. We seek comment on the procedures that we should apply to a
winning bidder that fails to submit a long-form application by the established deadline. Imposition of
some deterrent measure, in addition to dismissal of the late-filed application, could deter auction
participants from submitting insincere bids and serve as an incentive for winning bidders to timely submit
their long-form applications. In the event a winning bidder does not timely file a long-form application,
we propose that the funds that would have been provided to the applicant be offered in a subsequent
auction, or, in the alternative, that such funds be restored to the initial auction pool and awarded to
bidders that, but for the failed winning bid, would have themselves won support through the auction. We
seek comment on these proposals.

350.  We seek comment on the specific information and showings that should be required of
winning bidders on the long-form application before they can be certified to receive support and before
actual disbursements can be made to them.

00 of 47 C.F.R. § 1.2105(c).
L Cf 47 CFR. § 1.2104(h).
02 Cf 47 C.FR. § 1.2104(]).
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351.  We propose that an applicant be required to confirm the ownership information provided
in its pre-auction short-form application or to update that information, as appropriate.”” We seek
comment on whether we should require applicants to provide any other ownership information.

352. We propose that, if we were to adopt a rule allowing an applicant to participate in the
auction while its ETC designation status is pending, the applicant would be required in its long-form
application to demonstrate its ETC status by, for example, providing a copy of its ETC designation order
from the relevant state PUC. We seek comment on this proposal.

353.  We seek comment on the information a winning bidder should be required to provide
regarding the network it will deploy with that support. We propose that an applicant be required to
include in its long-form application a detailed project description that describes the network, identifies the
proposed technology or technologies, demonstrates that the project is technically feasible, and describes
each specific development phase of the project (e.g., network design phase, construction period,
deployment and maintenance period). We seek comment on this proposal.

354.  Certifications. We seek comment on the certifications that should be required of a
winning bidder. We propose that, prior to receiving support, an applicant be required to certify to the
availability of funds for all project costs that exceed the amount of support to be received from the CAF
and certify that it will comply with all program requirements.

355.  We further seek comment on whether we should require applicants to show that they
have the demonstrated financial and management resources to operate a network capable of providing the
required broadband services.™™ Should we require applicants to provide a business plan that shows their
proposed project is economically sustainable?

356.  Guarantee of Performance. We propose that a winning bidder should be required to post
financial security as a condition to receiving support in the first phase of the CAF to ensure that it has
committed sufficient financial resources to meeting the program obligations associated with such support
under the Commission’s rules. In particular, we seek comment on whether all winning bidders should be
required to obtain an irrevocable standby letter of credit (LOC) no later than the date on which the
bidder’s long-form application is submitted to the Commission. We also seek comment on whether,
alternatively, only certain applicants that do not meet specified criteria should be subject to this
requirement, and if so, what those criteria should be. For example, should we establish criteria, based on
bond rating, market capitalization, or debt/equity ratios (combined with minimum levels of available
capital) that, if not met, would make an LOC necessary? Would such a requirement unnecessarily
preclude providers that otherwise might be able to satisfy the obligations of the CAF from seeking to
participate?

357. We seek comment on how to determine the amount of the LOC necessary to ensure
uninterrupted construction of a network, as well as the length of time that the LOC should remain in
place. For example, the amount of the LOC could be determined on the basis of an estimated annual
budget that could accompany the build-out schedule required as part of the long-form applications, or we
could simply require a specific dollar figure for the LOC in an amount that would ensure that construction
could proceed for a given amount of time. Should the amount of an initial LOC, or a subsequent LOC,
also ensure the continuing maintenance and operation of the network? Under what circumstances should
the participant be required to replenish the LOC?

03 See supra para. 327.

304 See Qwest July 12, 2010 Comments at 8; Affidavit of Trevor R. Roycroft, Ph.D. on behalf of the National
Association of State Utility Consumer Advocates, Maine Office of Public Advocate, Office of the Ohio Consumers’
Counsel, Pennsylvania Office of Consumers Advocate, and the Utility Reform Network (Trevor R. Roycroft, Ph.D.
July 12, 2010 Affidavit), WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 44 (filed July 12, 2010).
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358. We also seek comment on what events would constitute a default by the recipient of
support that would allow a draw on the entire remaining amount of the LOC. Further, in the event of
bankruptcy, the LOC should be insulated from claims other than the draws authorized for the construction
and operation of the network. We seek comment on provisions we might adopt to provide these
safeguards.’”

359.  We seek comment on any additional safeguards we might adopt to protect against
breaches by recipients of their promise to build out their networks in a timely manner. For example,
should construction delays, failure to deliver service meeting specified performance characteristics
speeds, and failure to comply with other public interest obligations constitute a default that would allow a
draw on the LOC?

360.  As an alternative to a Letter of Credit, we seek comment on whether we should require a
winning bidder to guarantee completion of construction by obtaining a performance bond covering the
cost of network construction and operation. Such a requirement would be similar to that which the
Commission has imposed as a condition on satellite licenses.”” We also seek comment on the types of
requirements that bond issuers might impose and whether such requirements would be so unduly
burdensome as to restrict the number of carriers that might be able to bid for support. We also seek
comment on the relative merits of performance bonds and LOCs and the extent to which performance
bonds, in the event of the bankruptcy of the support recipient, might frustrate our goal of ensuring timely
build-out of the network. We also seek comment on whether there are other protections that the
Commission should reasonably seek to ascertain the financial viability of the winning bidder, and ensure
construction of the network and its subsequent operation.

b. Disbursing Support
@) Support Payments

361.  We propose that each party receiving support would receive funds over time as
performance milestones are reached. We seek comment on what funding milestones would be most
appropriate. For example, we could distribute fifty percent of the support associated with a census block
(or aggregation of blocks) once the application for support is granted, and then expect to distribute the
remaining funds in two equal increments, the first after fifty percent of the buildout was completed and
the second following full deployment. Consistent with the requirements of the Antideficiency Act’”’
discussed below, although we would fully expect that any funds not paid immediately would be paid if
certain conditions are met, we note that such payments cannot be guaranteed. The Commission’s
obligation to pay the remainder of the support amount would be contingent upon issuance of a notice that:
(1) funds are available; and (2) the Commission has determined that the recipient has complied with all
program requirements. In the example of a milestone plan given above, a party might satisfy this last
condition with respect to the second increment of funding by filing a report demonstrating compliance
with 50 percent of the coverage requirement and the party’s continued financial viability, and then might

%05 For example, we could require, as a condition of receiving support, that a winning bidder first provide the
Commission with a legal opinion letter that would state, subject only to customary assumptions, limitations and
qualifications, that in a bankruptcy proceeding under Title 11 of the United States Code, in which the winning
bidder is the debtor, the bankruptcy court would not treat the LOC or proceeds of the LOC as property of the
winning bidder’s bankruptcy estate (or the bankruptcy estate of any other bidder-related entity requesting the
issuance of the LOC) under 11 U.S.C. § 541.

206 See, e.g., 47 C.F.R. §§ 25.137, 25.165.

07 See 31 U.S.C. §§ 1341, 1517; OMB Circular No. A-11, Preparation, Submission and Execution of the Budget
§ 145, App. G (July 21, 2010).
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obtain its third increment of funding by filing a report demonstrating that it has met 100 percent of its
coverage requirement.’”® We seek comment on this proposal.

362.  We propose to structure the CAF in a manner that would assure compliance with the
Antideficiency Act, which requires the Commission to collect funds before they may be obligated.””
Such compliance is currently assured under the terms of an exemption, scheduled to expire December 31,
2011," which permits the Commission to obligate certain universal service funds before they are
collected. We seek comment, however, on how to assure compliance in the event the exemption is
permitted to lapse or expire.

363.  Are there particular steps the Commission could take in designing the CAF to enable
recipients to meet current requirements for treatment of capital investment for tax purposes, which may
minimize tax liabilities in the year funds are disbursed? We note, for example, that in certain
circumstances, the Internal Revenue Service treats governmental payments to private parties for the
purpose of making capital investments to advance public purposes as contributions to capital under
section 118 of the Internal Revenue Code. Such treatment allows recipients to reduce payments from
income, but reduces depreciation deductions in future years. Both NTIA’s BTOP grants and RUS’s BIP
grants have been treated as contributions to capital.”"!

364.  We also seek comment on the interplay between existing high-cost support for rate-of
return carriers and CAF support for rate-of-return carriers and other providers in rate-of-return territories.
With respect to rate-of-return carriers that win CAF support, consistent with section 32.2000(a)(2) of the
Commission’s rules, we propose that such carriers be prohibited from including such infrastructure in
their revenue requirement as a way to increase support under the existing high-cost mechanisms.”> We
seek comment on this proposal.

(ii) Support Liabilities

365.  We seek comment on the extent to which parties qualifying to receive support should be
liable in the event that they are unable to provide broadband service pursuant to the requirements of the
CAF. As discussed above, we propose that applicants qualifying for support be able to receive initial
payments in advance of providing such service to finance the deployment of facilities to serve customers
in the area. Should parties receiving such support be required to repay support if they fail to provide the
intended service? For example, should we use a sliding scale for reclaiming support based on failure to
serve housing units passed?

366.  We propose to require carriers to acknowledge and agree that support is contingent upon
completion (or substantial completion) of the build out in accordance with specified performance
requirements. Should they be subject to additional liabilities and/or security requirements (such as letters
of credit or performance bonds) to provide them with proper incentives to perform and to protect the CAF
in case they fail to perform as required? Should the Commission require affiliates, such as parent

%8 Because we propose below to delegate to the Wireline Competition Bureau and the Wireless
Telecommunications Bureau the authority to determine the method and procedures by which parties submit
documents and information required to receive support, we do not propose here specific filing procedures for these
reports.

39 See 31 U.S.C. §§ 1341, 1517; OMB Circular No. A-11, Preparation, Submission and Execution of the Budget
§ 145, App. G (July 21, 2010).

319 Universal Service Antideficiency Temporary Suspension Act, Pub. L. 108-494, 118 Stat. 3986 (2004) as most
recently amended in the Continuing Appropriations and Surface Transportation Extensions Act, 2011, Pub. L. 111-
322, 124 Stat. 3518, 3520 (2010).

311 See Rev. Proc. 2010-34, 2010-41 LR.B. 426.
31247 C.F.R. § 32.2000(a)(2).
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corporations or entities within the same larger enterprise, to be responsible if the recipient fails to meet its
obligations? If so, how should we define the level or nature of affiliation that would create this
responsibility? Is there a level of service short of the full service sought that ought to offset the supported
parties’ liabilities? We seek comment on these issues.

367.  We note that the Commission’s rules provide that the Commission will generally not act
on any application, petition, or request by an entity that owes money to the Commission.”"”> We seek
comment on whether bidders that are found to have failed to meet their obligations relating to the
program should similarly be ineligible for Commission action until they can demonstrate that they are in
compliance or obtain a waiver.

c. Audits and Compliance

368.  Consistent with the discussion below,”'* we intend to require all recipients of CAF
funding to comply with audits and record retention requirements. We seek comment on this proposal.
Are there fewer, more, or different requirements we should consider for recipients of support in the first
phase of the CAF?

369.  Section 254(e) requires that a carrier shall use “support only for the provision,
maintenance, and upgrading of facilities and services for which the support is intended.”*"> How should
the Commission ensure that support from the CAF is used for the purposes for which it was intended as
required by section 254(e)? We seek comment on requiring additional information from the recipients
concerning how the funds were used and specifically what information should be submitted.’"°

370.  We generally seek comment below on what procedures we should put in place to ensure
that CAF support recipients provide the services they have committed to provide.”’” We similarly intend
to confirm that recipients of support in the first phase of the CAF are satisfying their obligations under the
program, such as by conducting inspections in the field. We seek comment on whether either state
commissions or RUS could play a role in confirming deployment. For instance, hundreds of smaller
telephone companies are currently RUS borrowers, and required to report to RUS on their use of funds.
What information-sharing mechanisms between the Commission and RUS would facilitate our ability to
confirm deployment? We seek comment on what kinds of verification procedures are appropriate in this
context. Should they differ from the verification procedures we adopt for the CAF? If so, how?

d. Delegation of Authority

371.  To implement the various requirements we adopt for applicants and recipients of CAF
support, we propose to delegate to the Wireline Competition Bureau and the Wireless
Telecommunications Bureau the authority to determine, subject to existing legal requirements such as the
rules of the Office of Management and Budget, the method and procedures for applicants and recipients
to submit appropriate information. This delegation of authority to the bureaus would authorize
modification, as necessary, of existing FCC forms and the creation, if necessary, of new FCC forms to
implement the rules we adopt in this proceeding.

13 See 47 C.F.R. § 1.1910(b)(2).
3! See infira Section VIII.

1547 U.S.C. § 254(e).

>16 See infira para. 475.

317 See infira para. 477.
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F. Targeting Support

372.  Today, incumbent ETCs are designated to serve an entire service area, regardless of
whether there is a need for support in a particular wire center’® Our current rules effectively average
costs across a geographic area, to varying degrees. For high-cost loop, local switching, and interstate
common line support—which are the primary programs for smaller, rate-of-return companies—there is no
requirement that support be targeted to specific areas within the study area. In contrast, the two programs
primarily used by price cap companies do target funding to specific areas within the study area. TAS is
targeted to density zones of greatest need within a study area, and high-cost model support is targeted to
particular wire centers within a study area.”"”

373.  Averaging costs between high— and low-cost areas always has been a key element of
providing universal service support to help ensure that all Americans have access to telephone service.
By averaging costs across study areas, e.g., in the case of high-cost loop support, or across states, in the
case of high-cost model support, low-cost lines in a given area help to support high-cost lines in the same
study area or state. Some commenters have argued, however, that support should be targeted at a more
granular level **

374.  Below, we seek comment on two distinct proposals to target support more directly to
areas that are uneconomic to serve, which could be implemented in conjunction with the reforms
proposed above. The first, disaggregating support, would shift support within study areas to those
portions that are more costly to serve but would not change overall support levels for incumbents. The
second, redrawing study areas, could alter which areas receive support, the size of those areas, and
support levels for those areas.

1. Disaggregating Support

375.  First, we propose to target support more directly to the areas of greatest need by requiring
rural carriers to disaggregate support within existing study areas beginning in 2012. Section 54.315 of the
Commission’s rules today allow incumbents to disaggregate support, but such disaggregation is
optional.”*! We recognize that disaggregation of support would not alter the total amount of support that
an incumbent LEC would receive in a given study area. Mandatory disaggregation of support while we
develop and implement measures to transition more fully to the CAF should, however, facilitate our
ability to identify those areas most in need of ongoing support in the future. Pending the phase-down of
competitive ETC support as proposed above, disaggregation could also reduce existing competitive ETC
support by better identifying only those areas that do require support to provide services.

376.  In 2001, in the Rural Task Force Order, the Commission adopted three paths for the
geographic disaggregation and targeting of rural high-cost loop support at or below the study area leve
When the Commission established the ICLS mechanism in the 2001 MAG Order, it determined that rate-
of-return carriers should have the option of choosing one of the same three paths to disaggregate ICLS as

522
L.

1% A service area may encompass many wire centers. A “service area” generally means a geographic area
established by a State commission or the Commission “for the purposes of determining universal service obligations
and support mechanisms. In the case of an area served by a rural telephone company, ‘service area’ means such
company’s ‘study area’ unless and until the Commission and States . . . establish a different definition of service
area for such company.” 47 U.S.C. § 214(e)(5).

> Under the rules for high-cost model support, which is generally provided to the larger, price-cap companies,

eligibility for support is determined by comparing the statewide average cost per line (calculated through a forward
looking cost model) to a national average cost per line, but then such support is targeted to particular wire centers in
an eligible state that have forward-looking costs in excess of the benchmark.

320 See, e.g., USTA July 12, 2010 Comments at 12-13; Windstream July 12, 2010 Comments at 31.
2147 CF.R. § 54.315.
322 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11302-09, paras. 144-64.
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well, and amended its rules accordingly.”” The Commission explained that the disaggregation and
targeting of portable ICLS would ensure that support is used for its intended purpose, consistent with
section 254(e) of the Act.”** Disaggregation would allow incumbent carriers to target explicit support to
regions within a study area that cost relatively more to serve, ensuring that a competitive entrant receives
the targeted support only if it also serves the high-cost region.”” At the same time, it would prevent the
competitive entrant from receiving greater support than needed to serve relatively low-cost regions,

which, if permitted, would give the competitive carrier a potential price advantage over the incumbent.**®

377.  Inthe MAG Order, the Commission also required rate-of-return carriers to select
identical disaggregation zones for all forms of high-cost support based on embedded costs.”*’ In addition,
carriers were required to allocate the same ratio of high-cost loop support and ICLS to each
disaggregation zone and base their disaggregation plans on cost.”*® Because the high-cost loop and ICLS
mechanisms “each support loop costs and therefore share similar cost structures,” the Commission could
“see no reason why such support should be allocated differently in different disaggregation zones.””

378.  Few incumbent carriers took advantage of these disaggregation options. We now seek
comment on applying the Commission’s rules for the geographic disaggregation and targeting of portable
high-cost universal service support below the study area level adopted in the Rural Task Force Order, and
subsequently extended to ICLS in the MAG Order, to all current high-cost support mechanisms.”*
Specifically, we propose to require rural carriers that receive high-cost loop support to disaggregate such
support under one of two approaches, as explained below.”' In addition, consistent with our existing
disaggregation rules and policies, we also propose to require carriers to disaggregate their ICLS.

379.  Specifically, consistent with section 54.315 of the Commission’s rules, we propose two
options for disaggregation: A carrier may disaggregate either in accordance with a plan approved by the
appropriate regulatory authority,” or by self-certifying to the appropriate regulatory authority a
disaggregation plan of up to two cost zones per wire center that are reasonably related to the cost of
providing service within each zone.””® Consistent with the Rural Task Force Order and the MAG Order,

53 See MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19674-78, 19748-49, paras. 143-150, App. A; 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(a).

524 See MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19674, para. 143; 47 U.S.C. § 254(e); see also Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC
Red at 11302, para. 145.

32 See MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19674, para. 144.
526 See id.

327 See id. at 19675, para. 146 & n.401. Forward-looking high-cost model support received by non-rural rate-of-
return carriers is not subject to disaggregation under section 54.315, but such support is (and hold-harmless support
was) targeted to wire centers under sections 545.309 and 54.311. See 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.309, 54.311, 54.315(a).

3% See MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19676, para. 147.
32 See id. Carriers are permitted to use a different allocation ratio for local switching support. See id.

330 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11302-09, paras. 144-64; MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19674-78,
paras. 143-150; 47 C.E.R. § 54.315.

3! Under the MAG Order’s Path One, carriers could choose not to disaggregate support. See 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(b).
Path One was intended to address those instances where a carrier concluded that, given the demographics, cost
characteristics, and location of its study area, and the lack of a realistic prospect of competitive entry, disaggregation
is not economically rational. See MAG Order, 16 FCC Rcd at 19675, para. 145.

332 This is Path Two under our current rules. See MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19675, para. 145; 47 C.F.R.
§ 54.315(c).

333 Under Path Three, a carrier could also self-certify a disaggregation plan that complies with a prior regulatory

determination. See MAG Order, 16 FCC Rcd at 19675, para. 145; 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(d).
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carriers’ disaggregation plans would be subject to the general requirements governing all disaggregation
534
plans.

380. By providing carriers with the option of self-certifying a disaggregation plan, our
proposal here differs from our previous disaggregation rules in one notable respect. For study areas
where a competitive ETC had been designated prior to the effective date of the disaggregation rules, an
incumbent carrier could elect to self-certify a disaggregation plan only to the extent that it was self-
certifying a plan that had already been approved by the state.”> The Commission was concerned at the
time that permitting the incumbent to self-certify to a disaggregation plan in such circumstances might
result in the anti-competitive targeting of support.”*® Based on our experience since this rule was adopted,
we believe that the safeguards and procedural remedies in our current rules, along with the additional
safeguards we propose here, will adequately protect against anti-competitive targeting.

381.  The Commission designed the self-certification requirements adopted in the MAG Order
to help ensure that the disaggregation plans would not be anti-competitive. When submitting information
in support of self-certification, an incumbent carrier was required to provide USAC with publicly
available information that allows competitors to verify and reproduce the algorithm used to determine
zone support levels, and also demonstrate that the underlying rationale was reasonably related to the cost
of providing service in each cost zone.”®” Carriers also were required to submit to USAC maps in which
the boundaries of the designated disaggregation zones of support are clearly specified, which USAC
makes available for public inspection.” In addition, the Commission found that limiting self-certifying
carriers to a maximum of two zones below the wire center level minimizes the incentives to disaggregate
in a manner that does not accurately reflect cost differences.” Finally, a self-certified plan was subject to
challenge by interested parties before the appropriate regulatory authority on the grounds that it is anti-
competitive and does not comply with the self-certification requirements.’*’

382.  We propose to retain these safeguards under a mandatory disaggregation requirement and
seek comment on this proposal. We propose that carriers must submit data in a geographic information
systems (GIS)-standard format, such as, for example, an ESRI file geodatabase.”' We also seek
comment on whether carriers that have already chosen to disaggregate should be required to refile their
disaggregation maps with USAC.

383.  In addition to complying with the safeguards in the Commission’s current rules, we
propose carriers be required to serve the competitive ETCs in its area at the time it files with USAC its
self-certification and supporting material, including the maps. Competitive ETCs are required to file
disaggregated line count data, so timely service of this information would facilitate implementation of
disaggregated support.* Nevertheless, some time lag between the filing of a disaggregation plan by an
incumbent and the distribution of disaggregated support amounts by USAC to both incumbents and

334 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11307, paras. 159-160; MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19677, para.
149

335 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11305-06, para. 155; 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(a).

336 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11305, para. 155. When the Commission adopted this restriction,
competitive ETCs had been designated in rural study areas only “in a few limited instances.” /d.

%37 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11308, para. 161; 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(d)(2).
38 See 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(f)(4). Carriers disaggregating under Path Two also are required to file maps with USAC.
539 See Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11306, para. 157.

>0 See id. at 11305, para. 152. We are not aware of any disaggregation plan that has been challenged as anti-
competitive.

> See Esri, http://www.esri.com/ (last visited Feb. 9, 2011).
2 See 47 C.F.R. § 54.307(b).

4671



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

competitive ETCs is necessary to provide sufficient time for competitive ETCs to also disaggregate their
lines. Accordingly, we propose that disaggregated line count data filed pursuant to sections 36.611,
36.612, and 54.307 of the Commission’s rules would not be used to determine per line support amounts
until the second filing deadline after the effective date of this proposed rule.’* This period of time would
also provide competitive ETCs the opportunity to assess the competitive impact of a carrier’s
disaggregation plan and, if warranted, file a petition seeking modifications to the plan with the state
regulatory commission.* We invite comment on the above proposal.

2. Redrawing Study Areas

384.  Second, we seeck comment on whether we should begin a process in the near term to
establish new service areas that would be eligible for ongoing support under the CAF in stage two of our
comprehensive reform. Although we do not expect to disburse ongoing support under the CAF for a
number of years, states would need time to complete proceedings to redraw study area boundaries. We
seek comment on whether we should take steps to encourage states to redraw existing study area
boundaries to create more narrowly targeted service areas for purposes of the CAF by a specified date,
and what actions we may take if states decline to do so. Should the Commission require such proceedings
as a precondition of carriers receiving CAF support in a particular state? Would such a requirement
unfairly burden states that lack resources to undertake such proceedings? To what extent can we impose
a deadline on states to complete such proceedings? In addition, should the Commission specify minimum
federal criteria for new CAF support areas, such as requiring that new CAF support areas meet minimum
size or population specifications?

385.  What are the advantages and disadvantages of creating new geographic areas to be
supported through the CAF? For example, would there be a benefit to carving out of study areas the
portions that states determine do not need support (e.g., due to the presence of unsubsidized
competition)?** Would there be a benefit to re-sizing study areas—either to split up large study areas to
target support at a more granular level or to consolidate smaller study areas under common ownership
within a given state? For example, CTIA has proposed that we “require ILECs with multiple study areas
in a given state to combine those study areas at the parent company level within each state before support
is calculated.”*

386.  If'there is a process to redraw study areas, should we also require all current ETCs to
reapply for ETC designation by a specified date for purposes of receiving funding in the future? We seek
comment on how such a process could be integrated with the provision of ongoing support, whether
through currently existing or subsequently reformed mechanisms. In view of technological and
marketplace changes, and given the reforms we propose in this Notice, it could provide ETCs a timely
opportunity to reassess where they wish to continue serving as an ETC. If so, what should that date be?

3 See 47 C.F.R. §§ 36.611, 36,612, 54.307(c).
4 See 47 C.F.R. § 54.315(d)(5).

> C.f National Cable & Telecommunications Association, Reducing Universal Service Support in Geographic
Areas that are Experiencing Unsupported Facilities-Based Competition, Petition for Rulemaking, GN Docket No.
09-51 and WC Docket No. 05-337, at i (filed Nov. 5, 2009) (NCTA Petition for Rulemaking) (proposing that “the
Commission establish procedures to reduce the amount of universal service support provided to carriers in those
areas of the country where there is extensive, unsubsidized facilities-based voice competition and where government
subsidies no longer are needed to ensure that service will be made available to consumers.”); Universal Service
Reform Act of 2010, H.R. 5828, 111th Cong. (2010).

5% Comments of CTIA — The Wireless Association®, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket
No. 05-337, at 19 (filed July 12, 2010).
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Alternatively, we note that carriers are permitted to relinquish ETC designations in any areas served by
more than one ETC.**" Should the Commission adopt rules to streamline the relinquishment process?

387.  We also seek comment on issues related to the geographic scope of ETC obligations and
ETC designations. Current ETC obligations apply throughout a designated service area regardless of
whether support is actually provided to an ETC operating within the designated service area.’*® To what
extent could we limit ETC obligations to the targeted geographic areas for which an ETC receives
support, under both the existing high-cost programs as well as the proposed CAF, consistent with section
214(e)?** Alternatively, should ETCs be allowed to modify their ETC designation to cover only a
portion of the geographic area they currently serve today, in order to better target support to the areas that
need it most? If carriers become ETCs for purposes of CAF support in only portions of a state, what are
the implications for the low income program, and should we establish a separate Low-Income only ETC
designggion for that program to ensure continued access to Lifeline for households living in urban
areas?

388.  We recognize that by determining the need for support in smaller areas, total support
levels in some areas may increase because there would be little or no cross-subsidy from lower cost areas
within the carrier’s service area. The more we disaggregate areas for support, the higher per-unit costs
will be in some areas. On the other hand, disaggregating areas for support should reduce inefficiencies in
some areas and better align universal service funding with need. As we discuss the proposals for long-
term reform below, we acknowledge the tradeoffs between averaging over larger areas, which may result
in supporting areas that do not need support, and targeting support to small pockets of high need, which
may result in support levels that exceed any anticipated budget.

G. Pending Proceedings and Other Issues

389.  The Commission previously has recognized the need for universal service reform, and
has sought comment on various proposals for comprehensive reform of the high-cost support
mechanisms.”' Although these pending proceedings were initiated prior to the National Broadband Plan,
for a number of years, many commenters have identified problems with the current high-cost support
programs, and some submitted proposals that would redirect high-cost support toward supporting
broadband.” During the development of the National Broadband Plan, interested parties continued to
refine and submit proposals for comprehensive high-cost reform directed to broadband deployment.”>®

747 U.S.C. § 214(c)(4).

8 See supra para. 88 (describing ETC obligations).

9 AT&T Dec. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter, at 1; see also 47 U.S.C. § 214(e).
%0 See AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments at 18.

3! See, e.g., Comprehensive Reform FNPRM, 24 FCC Red 6475; High-Cost Universal Service Support, Federal-
State Joint Board on Universal Service, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, 23 FCC Red 1467 (2008) (Identical Support Rule NPRM); High-Cost Universal Service Support,
Federal-State Joint Board on Universal Service, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, 23 FCC Rcd 1495 (2008) (Reverse Auctions Notice); High-Cost Universal Service Support, Federal-
State Joint Board on Universal Service, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, 23 FCC Red 1531 (2008) (Joint Board Comprehensive Reform NPRM).

%2 See, e.g., Comments of AT&T, Inc., WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45 (filed April 17, 2008).

353 See, e.g., Comments of CenturyLink, Consolidated Communications, Frontier Communications Corp., lowa
Telecommunications Services, Inc., and Windstream Communications, Inc., Comments in re NBP PN #19, at 1-2
(filed Dec. 7, 2009) (Broadband Now Plan); Letter from Stuart Polikoff, OPASTCO to Marlene Dortch, FCC, in re
NBP PN #19, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket Nos. 05-337, 06-122, 03-109, CC Docket Nos. 96-45, 01-91 (filed
Dec. 8,2009) (OPASTCO Plan); Comment Sought on the National Cable & Telecommunications Association
Petition for Rulemaking to Reduce Universal Service High-Cost Support Provided to Carriers in Areas Where There
(continued....)
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We seek comment on these and other relevant proposals in the record as we consider the near-term
reforms we propose above and the long-term vision for the Connect America Fund we outline below, and
invite parties to update their proposals as appropriate.

390.  Broadband Now Plan. In 2009, a group of mid-sized carriers submitted the Broadband
Now Plan, which proposed, among other things, to provide “targeted, incremental support that would be
dedicated to deployment of broadband facilities in high-cost areas that are currently unserved or have
access only to service at speeds slower than 6 Mbps”; condition receipt of such support on “making
private investment equal to at least $800 per household without access to broadband (and $50 per
household with access to broadband, but at less than 6 Mbps throughput); and “[i]ncrease the efficiency
of universal service by calculating support on a more granular wire center level and awarding that wire
center support in a competitively neutral manner that would permit a provider that required less targeted
support to step forward and receive support in place of the incumbent (while then assuming carrier of last
resort obligations for that wire center).””>* We seek comment on whether and how these
recommendations could be operationalized in the context of the reforms proposed herein.

391.  NCTA Petition for Rulemaking. Also in 2009, NCTA filed a petition for rulemaking
proposing that “the Commission establish procedures to reduce the amount of universal service support
provided to carriers in those areas of the country where there is extensive, unsubsidized facilities-based
voice competition and where government subsidies no longer are needed to ensure that service will be
made available to consumers.”> Consistent with that proposal, we seek comment above, in the
discussion on redrawing study areas, on “whether there would be a benefit to carving out of study arecas
the portions that states determine do not need support (e.g., due to the presence of unsubsidized
competition).””*® Here we seek more focused comment on how the presence of unsubsidized competition
should be factored into our proposals generally. For instance, should we eliminate universal service in
any study area where there is 100% coverage by an unsubsidized voice provider? Should we create a
rebuttable presumption that universal service support is unnecessary in those study areas where at least
95% of the households can get service from an unsubsidized competitor?”>’ How would such a process
impact an incumbent that may have outstanding loan obligations and/or be subject to state-mandated
carrier of last resort obligations? If federal universal service for the incumbent in that situation were
eliminated, should that carrier also be relieved of carrier of last resort obligations? What mechanisms
should be in place to make sure that consumers throughout the area continue to have service? For
instance, should the unsubsidized competitor be required to serve the entire area? Should support levels
be modified for the incumbent that continues to serve those lines where there is no unsubsidized
competitor? We also seek comment on whether and how to rationalize funding in circumstances in
which a single company operates two or more networks in the same area (e.g., telecommunications and
cable plant, or wireline and wireless networks).

392.  Non-regulated Revenues. Several parties have suggested that when calculating universal
service support levels, the Commission should take into account unregulated as well as regulated

(Continued from previous page)
is Extensive Unsubsidized Facilities-Based Voice Competition. GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337,
RM-11584, Public Notice, 24 FCC Rcd 14394 (Wireline Comp. Bur. 2009).

3% See Broadband Now Plan at 1.

%53 NCTA Petition for Rulemaking at i. See also Universal Service Reform Act of 2010, H.R. 5828, 111" Cong.
(2010).

356 See supra para. 385.

7 The NCTA petition estimated that, based on then available information, recipients of funding in areas where

there was 95% or greater coverage by an unsubsidized voice provider collectively received $109 million in high-cost
support.
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revenues.” In its comments in response to the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, NASUCA argued that
“[c]urrent [universal service] funding levels continue to reflect erroneous assumptions that voice services
alone are provided over the supported carrier’s network.””*’ Likewise, NCTA has argued that when
considering need for ongoing support, the FCC should consider whether incumbent carrier costs,
including costs attributable to provider of last resort obligations imposed under state law, cannot be
recovered through the regulated and unregulated services provided over the network.”® We seek
comment on how to ensure that universal service is not inappropriately subsidizing non-regulated services
or excessively subsidizing carriers that have the ability to recover additional non-regulated revenues as a
result of their deployment of subsidized local loops. We seek comment on the proposal to include all
revenues (including broadband revenues) when evaluating the rate of return revenue requirement.

393.  Interstate Common Line Support for Price Cap Converts. We also note that several
carriers that converted to price cap regulation since the adoption of the CALLS Order do not receive IAS
in certain study areas, but instead receive another form of support for interstate costs, known as ICLS, on
a frozen per-line basis.”®' In 2010, these carriers received frozen ICLS disbursements of approximately
$239 million, or an average of $4.85 per line eligible for ICLS per month.>** In granting the waivers
necessary for these carriers to convert to price cap regulation, the Commission acknowledged that the
waivers would be subject to any future reform of price cap regulation, intercarrier compensation, or
universal service.’® Verizon has suggested that frozen ICLS for those price cap companies should be
phased down on the same schedule as IAS, while Windstream has argued that doing so would be contrary
to good policy.”® We do not propose to transition frozen ICLS to the CAF at this time, but we seek
comment on Verizon’s suggestion.

394.  Freezing ICLS for Rate-of-Return Companies. In the April 2010 USF Reform
NOI/NPRM, the Commission sought comment on capping ICLS on a per line basis.”® We seek more
focused comment here on whether, in order to restrain the growth of ICLS in the near term while we
undertake more comprehensive universal service reform, we should cap ICLS either per line or per study
area for rate-of-return companies on an interim basis (e.g., for two years), to take effect in 2012. Such a
temporary cap could enable us to move more efficiently to transition all funding to the Connect America
Fund over the longer term.

338 See, e.g., Comcast Comments in re NBP PN #19, filed Dec. 7, 2009, at 3—4; New Jersey Division of Rate
Counsel Comments in re NBP PN #19, filed Dec. 7, 2009, at 7-8; Letter from Ben Scott, Free Press to Marlene H.
Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51 (Jan. 19, 2010) (need for high cost should be based on forward-
looking infrastructure and total revenue earning potential); Discussion Draft of the Universal Service Reform Act of
2009: Hearing Before the Subcomm. on Communications, Technology and the Internet of the H. Comm. on Energy
and Commerce, 111th Cong. (2009) (statement of The Hon. Ray Baum, Comm’r, Oregon Public Utility
Commission), available at http://go.usa.gov/Yec.

5% See Comments of NASUCA, et. al. on NOI, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-
337 at ii, 6 (Filed July 12, 2010).

360 See NCTA Petition for Rulemaking; see also Sprint Comments in re National Cable and Telecommunications
Association Petition for Rulemaking To Reduce Universal Service High-Cost Support Provided To Carriers In
Areas Where There Is Extensive Unsubsidized Facilities-based Voice Competition, WC Docket No. 05-337, GN
Docket No. 09-51, RM-11584, filed Jan. 7, 2010, at 7 (FCC must recognize that USF recipients derive revenues
from broadband and video services delivered over common network).

! See, e.g., Windstream Price Cap Conversion Order, 23 FCC Red at 5302-04, paras. 19-22.
%62 See 2010 Disbursement Analysis (forthcoming); USAC High-Cost Disbursement Tool.
363 See, e.g., Windstream Price Cap Conversion Order, 23 FCC Red at 5299, para. 10.

> Verizon July 12, 2010 Comments at 17; Reply Comments of Windstream Communications, Inc, WC Docket
Nos. 10-90 and 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51, at 37-40 (filed Aug. 11, 2010)

355 USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6679-80, paras. 55-56.
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395.  Middle Mile Costs. A number of parties have suggested that middle mile costs are a
significant component of the costs of serving customers in rural areas.®® The National Broadband Plan
observed that “[i]t is not clear whether the high costs of middle-mile connectivity in rural areas are due
solely to long distances and long population density, or also reflect excessively high special access prices
as some parties have alleged.”®” We seek comment on whether to modify our universal service rules to
provide additional support for middle mile costs. If we were to do so, how could we ensure that support
is provided for middle mile circuits that are offered on rates, terms, and conditions that are just and
reasonable? Further, we observe that in the absence of universal service support for middle mile costs,
some small carriers have cooperatively developed regional networks to provide lower cost, higher
capacity backhaul capability. What effect would middle mile support have on incentives for small
carriers to continue to seek such efficiencies?

396.  Separations. As also noted below, in a separate proceeding the Federal-State Joint Board
on Separations is evaluating reform of the jurisdictional separations process.”® We seek comment on
how our proposed reforms may affect or be affected by the existing separations process and any future
separations reform. We also note that one party has “urged the Commission to make clear that as it
transforms its universal service objectives from plain old telephone service to broadband, it will treat
loops used to provide broadband as exclusively interstate.””” We seek comment on this suggestion.

397.  Accelerated Transition for Rate-of-Return Territories. Below we seek comment on an
alternate path for rate-of-return territories over the longer term that would provide ongoing support based
on actual investment, while moving to an incentive regulation framework.”” This could include capping
and shifting interstate common line support to an incentive regulation framework that would establish
support amounts periodically (such as every five years) to generate an appropriate forward-looking return
for an efficient carrier for the investments at issue, implementing a more rigorous process to examine
whether investment is used and useful, and re-examining the current 11.25 percent interstate rate of
return.””’ Under what circumstances would it be appropriate to accelerate the transition, and adopt such
measures impacting rate-of-return companies in the near term? We also seek comment on whether to
allow carriers to opt-in to any of the reforms on an accelerated timeframe. We generally emphasize that
we intend to monitor progress in extending broadband under the near-term reforms discussed above, and
we reserve the right to move more quickly to the long-term reforms set forth below.

366 per-megabit costs can vary significantly for small rural providers. During development of the National
Broadband Plan, the National Exchange Carrier Association reported that the price its members pay for a 45 Mbps
DS3 connection ranges from $50-$375 per month. National Exchange Carrier Association Comments in re NBP
PN# 11, filed Nov. 4, 2009, at 4. See also National Telecommunications Cooperative Association Comments in re
NBP PN #11, filed Nov. 20, 2009, at 5-13 (asserting that total middle-mile cost will rise as Internet demand
increases, and small rural providers have per Mbps middle-mile costs higher than the larger providers).

367 National Broadband Plan at 143 (citations omitted).

388 See infira para. 563; see Jurisdictional Separations and Referral to the Federal-State Joint Board, CC Docket No.
80-286, Report and Order, 24 FCC Red 6162, 6167-69, paras. 15-20 (2009) (2009 Jurisdictional Separations
Referral Order). See also Federal-State Joint Board on Separations Seeks Comment on Proposal for Interim
Adjustments to Jurisdictional Separations Allocation Factors and Category Relationships Pending Comprehensive
Reform and Seeks Comment on Comprehensive Reform, CC Docket No. 80-286, Public Notice, 25 FCC Red 3336
(2010) (2010 Jurisdictional Separations Public Notice).

> See AT&T Dec. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter.
370 See infra Section VIL.C.3.

571 .
See id.
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VII. LONG-TERM VISION FOR THE CONNECT AMERICA FUND

398.  In the second stage of our comprehensive reform package, we propose to provide all
funding through the Connect America Fund, which will provide ongoing support to enable Americans to
access robust, affordable IP-based networks that are capable of providing both high-quality voice service
and broadband Internet access service. The goal is to transition all remaining high-cost funding, e.g.,
high-cost loop support, interstate common line support, and high-cost model support, to the Connect
America Fund.

399.  In this section, we first seek comment on how many providers the CAF should support
per high-cost geographic area and how to address situations where no firm is willing to provide service in
a particular area. Similarly, we ask whether any funding is appropriate in an area if high-quality voice
service and broadband Internet access services are provided today by a provider without universal service
support. Next, we discuss how to size the CAF and how the CAF interrelates with our other universal
service programs, which work together to ensure universal service. We then conclude with a discussion
of alternative approaches for determining appropriate amounts of ongoing CAF support that would
replace all existing high-cost funding.

400.  Under one option, in each part of the country requiring ongoing universal service support,
the Commission would hold a competitive, technology-neutral bidding mechanism to select the firm to
receive support for serving the area and take on all broadband and voice service obligations. Under
another option, the Commission would offer the current voice carrier of last resort (likely an incumbent
telephone company) a right of first refusal to serve the area as the broadband and voice provider of last
resort for an ongoing amount of annual support based on a cost model. If the provider refuses this offer,
the Commission would award ongoing support through a competitive, technology-neutral bidding
mechanism, in which the current voice carrier of last resort could participate. Under either approach, all
support for carriers operating in high-cost areas would come from the CAF. This funding would replace
all other explicit support as well as all implicit subsidies from intercarrier compensation rates, as
described in the next section.

401.  In the alternative, we seek comment on limiting the full transition to the CAF to a subset
of geographic areas, such as those served by price cap companies, while continuing to provide ongoing
support based on reasonable actual investment to smaller, rate-of-return companies. Should we take this
approach, we seek comment on possible changes to the current rate-of-return system beyond those
discussed in the previous section, including capping and shifting interstate common line support to an
incentive regulation framework that would establish support amounts periodically (such as every five
years) to generate an appropriate forward-looking return for an efficient carrier for the investments at
issue, implementing a more rigorous process to examine whether investment is used and useful, and re-
examining the current 11.25 percent interstate rate of return.

A. Supported Providers

402.  The National Broadband Plan recommended that there should be at most one — whether
fixed or mobile — subsidized provider of broadband service per geographic area, noting that subsidizing
duplicate, competing networks would impose significant burdens on consumers.””> We seek comment on
that recommendation.

403. By providing support to at most one provider in a given high-cost area, we should be able
to maximize the reach of available funds to extend broadband service. We are committed to controlling
the size of the universal service fund. At the same time, some commenters have suggested that our long-
term goal should be to ensure comparable service for both fixed and mobile services. For example, the
Rural Cellular Association argues that “[n]ew universal service mechanisms must take into account the

372 See National Broadband Plan at 145.
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fact that wireless is now the dominant mode of voice communications.””> AT&T proposed that the
Commission “shift legacy competitive ETC support to an Advanced Mobility Fund, where it would
remain until there were no more areas unserved by mobile wireless broadband and voice service.””” In
addition, several associations representing small rural carriers support funding one fixed and one mobile
provider in each geographic area.””> We seek comment on proposals to support both fixed and mobile
networks under the CAF, rather than funding only one provider in any given area.

404.  To the extent we provide separate, ongoing support for mobility within the CAF, we seek
comment on possible changes to the way support is determined for competitive ETCs, including an
alternative to the current identical support rule. Specifically, we seek comment on designing an
alternative mechanism — tailored to the business models and cost structures of mobile wireless providers
to provide sufficient but not excessive support — that would promote the deployment of mobile services in
areas for which service would not otherwise be practical.

405.  We seek comment on two potential funding options. First, we seek comment on the use
of a model to determine high-cost support for wireless carriers. Specifically, should we develop a model
to estimate the appropriate levels of support associated with provision of mobile service in specific
geographic areas and provide support based on those estimates? If we were to adopt such an approach,
we propose a simplified model, which could rely solely on density as an input, or could incorporate a
small number of other inputs such as topography or distance from a population center. We seek comment
on this approach. We seek comment regarding how to limit model-based support to a single competitive
ETC for each geographic area, or how to limit support to the extent multiple competitive ETCs are
designated in a particular area.

406.  Second, we seek comment on using reverse auctions to determine support for competitive
ETCs only. We note that the Commission has previously sought comment on the use of reverse auctions
to distribute high-cost universal service support.”’® In that proceeding, several commenters proposed that
reverse auctions should be used to determine support for competitive ETCs only.””” We ask commenters
to refresh the record in that proceeding with specific emphasis on using reverse auctions only for mobile
wireless competitive ETCs.

407.  To the extent we create long-term alternatives within the CAF for mobile carriers, we
propose to limit support under such a mechanism to one wireless competitive ETC per geographic area.
We seek comment on this proposal, and specifically how it could be implemented and whether support
should be provided to some other number of mobile wireless carriers. To the extent we were to fund only
one mobile wireless provider in a given geographic area, should we require that provider to share
infrastructure, such as cell towers, with other non-supported wireless providers?

408.  To the extent we decide to support a single provider through the CAF, we seek comment
on whether (and if so, how) that would impact the operation or effectiveness of the Commission’s E-rate,

373 Comments of Rural Cellular Association, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-
337, at 20 (filed July 12, 2010) (citing Morgan Stanley research indicating that the total number of mobile Internet
users will surpass the total number of desktop Internet users by 2014).

M AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments, at 23.

375 See Letter from Glenn Brown, Rural Associations, to Marlene H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, CC Docket Nos. 96-
45, 01-92, 99-68, 80-286, WC Docket Nos. 06-122, 05-337, 04-36, Attach. (filed Nov. 15, 2010). The Rural
Associations include NECA, NTCA, OPASTCO, and WTA.

576 Reverse Auctions Notice, 23 FCC Red 1495.

77 See, e.g., Comments of Embarg, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, at 14-19 (filed April 17, 2008);
Comments of the Oklahoma Corporation Commission, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket No. 96-45, at 13-17
(filed April 17, 2008); Comments of the United States Telecom Association, WC Docket No. 05-337, CC Docket
No. 96-45, at 19-26 (filed April 17, 2008).
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Rural Health Care, and low-income programs. For instance, would funding only one CAF provider per
geographic area, at most, reduce the number of carriers that bid to provide services to schools, libraries,
and health care providers eligible for funding from the E-rate or Rural Health Care programs? Should we
designate “Lifeline Only” ETCs to ensure that all low-income consumers have access to the low-income
program?°’®

409.  We also seek comment on whether any funding is appropriate in an area if high-quality
voice service and broadband Internet access services are provided today by an operator without universal
service support. If long-term funding is based on census blocks, how should we establish that an area is
served today by an unsubsidized provider? Is the existence of unsubsidized competition today a reliable
indicator that future funding will not be necessary? How can we ensure that the unsubsidized provider
will continue to provide an evolving level of voice and broadband services? We seek comment on
whether model-based support or a reverse auction approach would sufficiently avoid providing support to
areas in which no funding is necessary due to existing unsubsidized service.

410.  We also seek comment on how to address situations where no entity wishes to serve an
area. Section 214(e)(3) provides that “[i]f no common carrier will provide the services that are supported
by Federal universal service support mechanisms under section 254(c) . . . to an unserved community,”
the Commission or a state commission, as appropriate, “shall determine which common carrier or carriers
are best able to provide such service to the requesting unserved community . . . and shall order such
carrier or carriers to provide such service.””” If the Commission makes broadband a supported service,
should the Commission or a state commission require a particular provider (wireline or wireless) to
provide broadband service in all areas? What factors should be applied in determining which provider is
“best able to provide” supported broadband service? What relative roles should the Commission and the
states play in determining which carriers are best able to provide the supported services in unserved
areas? We seek comment on whether a consistent, national approach is necessary to further the universal
service goals of the Act or to provide certainty to eligible entities regarding the possible application of
this important provision.

411.  To the extent we ultimately provide ongoing support to only one provider in each
geographic area where support is available, we seek comment on whether there should be exceptions to
the rule that only one provider should receive ongoing CAF support. For example, we seek comment
above on whether any reduction in competitive ETC support should include an exception for carriers
serving Tribal lands.”® We seek comment on whether there are unique circumstances in Tribal lands and
Alaska Native Regions that would require ongoing funding of more than one provider, after the CAF is
fully implemented. If commenters believe that unique circumstances require ongoing funding for
multiple providers in those areas, they should provide detailed explanation, data and analysis to support
their contentions.

B. Sizing the Federal Commitment to Universal Service

412.  The Commission has had a long-standing commitment to providing support that is
sufficient but not excessive.”' As the United States Court of Appeals for the Fifth Circuit held in Alenco,
“[t]he agency’s broad discretion to provide sufficient universal service funding includes the decision to
impose cost controls to avoid excessive expenditures that will detract from universal service.””* The

7 See AT&T Dec. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter.
P 1d. § 214(e)(3).
380 See supra note 4.

81 See 2010 Order on Remand, 25 FCC Red at 4088, para. 29 (concluding that a determining the sufficiency of
support must also take into account the Commission’s generally applicable responsibility to be a prudent guardian of
the public’s resources).

82 Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620-21.
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Alenco court also found that “excessive funding may itself violate the sufficiency requirements,”** while

the United States Court of Appeals for the Tenth Circuit has stated that “excessive subsidization arguably
may affect the affordability of telecommunications services, thus violating the principle in [section]
254(b)(1).”°* As we undertake reform, we remain committed to controlling the size of the federal
universal service fund, and expect the reforms we propose today will result in more efficient use of
federal support.

413.  The National Broadband Plan recommended that the Commission take steps to manage
the fund so that its total size remains close to its current level (in 2010 dollars) to minimize the burden of
increasing universal service contributions on consumers.”® In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, we sought
comment on capping high-cost support provided to incumbent telephone companies at 2010 levels.”®
Some commenters supported this proposal,”®’ while other commenters argued that the benefits of
broadbans(gsenvisioned in the National Broadband Plan will not be realized without increasing the size of
the fund.

414.  In 2010, the current high-cost program disbursed roughly $4.3 billion and was projected
to disburse roughly the same amount in 2011.°* We seek comment on a proposal to set an overall budget
for the CAF such that the sum of the CAF and any existing high-cost programs (however modified in the
future) in a given year are equal to the size of the current high-cost program in 2010. Alternatively, if the
Commission were to set an overall budget, should it use a different year as the relevant baseline, and
under what circumstances (if any) should the Commission adjust the baseline? For instance, should the
baseline be adjusted for inflation? In the alternative, is a smaller amount of total funding appropriate to
ensure support is sufficient, but not excessive, and the contribution obligation of consumers is
minimized? On the other hand, in light of the high costs required to deploy ubiquitous mobile coverage

% Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620.
% Owest II, 398 F.3d at 1234.

385 National Broadband Plan at 149-50; see also Joint Board 2007 Recommended Decision, at 20484, paras. 26-27
(recommending overall cap on the high-cost fund and a transition in which existing funding mechanisms would be
reduced, and all, or a significant share of savings transferred to proposed new funds for broadband and mobility);
New Jersey Division of Rate Counsel Commnets in re NBP PN #19 at 5,7 (filed Dec. 7, 2009) (arguing the FCC
should cap the high-cost fund and transition to a Mobility Fund, a Broadband Fund, and a Provider of Last Resort
Fund, such that combined total of the three stays within the cap).

36 USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Rcd at 6677-78, paras. 51-52.

587 See, e.g., Comments of Verizon and Verizon Wireless, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC
Docket No. 05-337, at 10 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of the American Cable Association, WC Docket No. 10-
90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337, at 3 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of Comcast Corporation,
WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337, at 3-4 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of
the Public Service Commission of the State of Missouri, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket
No. 05-337, at 6 (filed July 12, 2010).

88 See, e. 2., Joint Comments of the National Exchange Carrier Association, Inc., National Telecommunications
Cooperative Association, Organization for the Promotion and Advancement of Small Telecommunications
Companies, Western Telecommunications Alliance, and the Rural Alliance, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No.
09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337, at 10 (filed July 12, 2010) (cautioning that “the benefits envisioned by the Plan will
not be fully realized, and the Plan itself is at risk of failure, because of the Commission’s perplexing insistence that
nationwide broadband deployment can be accomplished without the size of the USF growing in real terms”);
Comments of the Nebraska Telecommunications Association, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC
Docket No. 05-337, at 3 (filed July 12, 2010).

>% This estimate is based on annualizing USAC estimated demand for the first quarter of 2011. See Federal
Universal Service Support Mechanisms Fund Size Projections for First Quarter 2011, Universal Service
Administrative Company, Appendix HCO1 (Nov. 2, 2010), http://www.usac.org/about/governance/fcc-
filings/2011/quarter-1.aspx (projecting first quarter 2011 demand of approximately $1.1 billion).

4680



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

and very-high-speed broadband to every American and the length of the transition to the proposed
Connect America Fund, we also seek comment on whether additional investments in universal service
may be needed to accelerate network deployment.

415.  What factors should the Commission consider in sizing the CAF? We note that there are
many levers that could impact the level of financial commitment required from the federal universal
service fund to achieve our goals, including: how we define affordability; the extent of broadband
coverage; our benchmark for broadband capability; whether we fund more than one network per area; the
level of financial co-investment from carriers and, potentially, states and localities; the existence of
unsubsidized competition; the technologies used to deliver service; the respective roles of satellite and
terrestrial technologies; prioritization for certain unserved areas (such as Tribal lands); and the timeframe
for extending facilities to unserved areas.

416.  We also note that the Commission’s high-cost universal service support is only one of the
four federal universal service support programs designed to advance the statutory goals of universal
service. The Commission developed four universal service disbursement mechanisms — high-cost, low
income, schools and libraries, and rural health care — to implement all of the statutory requirements set
forth in section 254 of the Act.*®® We seek comment on whether, in determining the size and role of the
CAF, we should take into account the cumulative effect of the four support programs, acting together, to
achieve the goals of universal service. Should the Commission be focused on sizing the CAF to ensure
that the total universal service program, not just the high-cost program, remains at its current size?

C. Alternative Approaches for Targeting and Distribution of CAF funds

417.  The National Broadband Plan recommended that by 2020, the existing high-cost
programs would be eliminated, and all funding for supported services would be provided through the
Connect America Fund.””' We seek comment below on alternative approaches for determining ongoing
CAF support that ultimately would replace all remaining high-cost funding in stage two. In addition, we
seek comment on whether these proposals would be effective on Tribal lands, given the low telephone
and broadband penetration rate and the associated demographic challenges.

1. Competitive Bidding Everywhere

418.  We seek comment on using a competitive bidding mechanism to award funding to one
provider per geographic area in all areas designated to receive CAF support. This competitive bidding
mechanism would be designed to maximize the number of households passed by broadband networks
while ensuring that Americans retain access to voice service, without exceeding any defined budget for
the CAF. We could use a competitive bidding mechanism that would simultaneously select the providers
of both broadband and voice or, if necessary to avoid growing the size of the CAF, in some areas voice-
only providers that would receive ongoing CAF support. Providers could submit bids for the “complete
package,” which includes broadband and voice, bids for voice only, or bids for both options.””> Any
carrier that plans to use technology that can meet or exceed the proposed performance requirements and
accepts the associated public interest obligations would be eligible for support. Ultimately, the carrier
would decide what technology or combination of technologies is most appropriate to serve its own
territory. In addition, the process could be designed in a way that allows a carrier to use technologies that

047 U.S.C. § 254(b); 2010 Order on Remand, 25 FCC Red at 4086-87, paras. 26-27. (describing interrelation of
four universal service disbursement programs in advancing the statutory goals of universal service).

%! See National Broadband Plan at 150 (Recommendation 8.13).

%2 We note that although a single-round auction is the simplest to run, it could deprive bidders of potentially useful
information compared to a multiple round format.
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may not meet the minimum performance requirements in place at that time, such as satellite technologies,
for the most costly housing units to serve, in order to manage the overall size of the Fund.””®

419.  Bids for the “complete package” in any area would be selected to maximize the number
of households and businesses passed. When none of the bids overlap (cover the same geographic area),
bids would be ranked by dollars per households passed from lowest to highest, starting with the lowest.
This approach would identify the providers that propose to achieve the greatest broadband coverage with
the limited funding available.”” Because bidders would be in direct competition with bidders in every
area in the nation where support is offered, they should have incentives to limit the amount of support
they seek. Participation could be open to all types of providers, provided that they are ETCs (or become
ETCs) that meet the public policy parameters for broadband (e.g., speed, coverage, latency) and voice
(e.g., outages, E911, COLR obligations) in the areas where they will be providing service.

420.  Bids for “voice only” would compete only against other bids for serving the same area
(except for satellite bids that are independent of geography), because voice service must be provided in
every area. Participation could be open to all types of providers, provided that they are ETCs (or become
ETCs) that can meet voice COLR obligations in the areas where they would be providing service. Using
satellite voice service as a backstop effectively would set a maximum bid price for voice service because
satellite voice service would be available everywhere but at a high bid price. Bids for satellite providers
could be in the form of a “per household” price of voice-only service independent of geography

421.  We seek comment on whether we should use bidding credits for bids to provide service
exceeding the minimum requirements for features such as higher speed, latency, mobility, or upgrade
potential, or to provide preferences to carriers serving Tribal lands or insular areas. We seek comment on
how competitive bidding processes may properly involve Tribal governments and what impact these
processes will have on the provision of CAF-supported services on Tribal lands.

422.  We also seek comment on alternative competitive bidding mechanisms to maximize the
number of households passed by broadband networks while ensuring that voice service remains available
everywhere without exceeding any defined budget for the CAF. Is there some sequential approach that
would first determine the least cost method for ensuring that voice service remains available everywhere
and then maximizes broadband coverage subject to a budget constraint by substituting bids for the
“complete package” of broadband and voice service for voice only bids?

423.  Geographic Areas for Auction. We seek comment on defining areas for bidding that are
aggregations of census blocks. The Commission could use the same Commission-defined geographic
areas for complete package and voice only bids to ensure that continued access to voice service
everywhere. In contrast to the right of first refusal alternative discussed below, the Commission-defined
areas would not have to account for study area boundaries that intersect census block boundaries.™”

424.  Role of Satellite. As discussed above, satellites are ideally suited to serve housing units
that are the most expensive to reach via terrestrial technologies (assuming available coverage and
capacity), because there is little marginal cost to add a subscriber, assuming capacity is available.”®
Thus, serving the most expensive locations with satellite would reduce the overall support levels needed.
For example, using the assumptions made in developing the National Broadband Plan, Commission staff
estimated that the $24 billion broadband availability gap could be reduced by more than half if the

3% We seek comment above on alternative methods of establishing coverage requirements that CAF recipients must
achieve. See supra at.paras. 129-136. 135.

3% See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red 6657, at Appendix B (71 Economists’ Proposal).
%5 See infra Section VIL.C.2.
3% See supra paras. 133, 272.
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250,000 most expensive housing units were served by satellite.””” Because satellite capacity is limited,
the number of broadband subscribers that satellite can support depends on the evolution of residential
users’ demand for bandwidth, and the number and capabilities of the satellites themselves. Regardless,
there could be benefits in terms of the size and efficiency of the CAF if our rules were designed to support
the use of satellite for the housing units that are most expensive to reach via terrestrial technologies.™"
The most costly-to-reach housing units in any given area, however, may not be among the most expensive
nationally; in another area, a large fraction of the housing units could be among the most expensive. One
possible approach to aligning the use of satellite capacity with the areas of greatest cost would be to limit
support for any line with cost over a specified threshold (e.g., five times the national average cost per
line) to the amount of support needed to serve the housing unit with satellite. An alternative would be to
allow providers to use satellite to serve the most expensive homes. We seek comment on these and other
methods for effectively using funding for satellite.

425. A judicious use of support for satellite service could reduce costs associated with
building out networks. There are several approaches for how best to capture these potential savings in a
competitive bidding process. One approach would be to allow satellite providers to bid on areas against
other providers. For larger geographies, however, this approach could become problematic, because any
given area is likely to contain a mix of high- and low-cost lines. In addition, as the number of housing
units in the area increases, the aggregate demand could outstrip a single spot-beam’s capacity. Satellite
companies could respond by deploying narrower spot beams in that area, but that would require designing
the satellite for that specific purpose.

426. A second approach could be for satellite providers to bid in the form of a per-housing-
unit price of the “complete package” for a maximum number of housing units within geographic areas
corresponding to the approximate coverage of their spot beams. This would allow satellite providers to
bid in a simple way that accounts for possible capacity constraints within a given area. The auction
mechanism would optimally allocate these bids to geographic areas in which competing bids are higher
than the satellite bid.””

427. A third approach would be to exclude satellite operators from bidding, but allow winning
bidders complete freedom in their choice of technology. Where satellite is the most cost-effective
solution, the winning bidders would have economic incentives to subcontract with satellite providers.
This would allow the market to find the lowest cost solutions for many geographies, but could lead to
sub-optimal use of satellite capacity — for example, a large national carrier could lock-in more capacity
for its most expensive-to-serve housing units leaving no capacity for a rural carrier with homes that are
more costly to serve than the larger carrier’s most expensive-to-serve housing units. We seek comment on
which of these approaches, or any others, might be best suited to making the best use of satellite capacity
with competitive bidding.

397 See National Broadband Plan at 138; OBI, Broadband Availability Gap at 5, 89. The $24 billion broadband
availability gap represents the difference between the incremental costs of deploying and operating broadband
networks in unserved areas and the incremental revenues generated by those networks. See National Broadband
Plan at 136-37.

% Serving an area with satellite may provide only limited savings, however, if there is ongoing support for the
existing twisted-pair infrastructure.

> More specifically, in all geographic areas in which the minimum bid by a non-satellite bidder is less than or equal
to the satellite bid, these bids would be accepted. If the total number of households in the remaining geographic
areas is less than the maximum number of households specified in the satellite bid, then each of these would be
served by satellite. If the number of remaining households is greater than the satellite maximum, then the
geographic areas with the highest non-satellite bid would be served up to the satellite maximum, and the remaining
geographic areas would be served by non-satellite bidders, but at a bid greater than the satellite bid.
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428.  Although we recognize that currently unserved areas may be more economically served
by satellite, we do not believe that consumers currently served by terrestrial broadband or voice services
should lose access to their terrestrial service. How do we structure our support to ensure this result?

429.  Some satellite providers have argued that the ETC designation process imposes burdens
on carriers that are interested in providing supported services in multiple states.””” Commenters have
suggested that, to address this concern, the Commission should designate ETCs on a nationwide basis.”"'
Although we recognize that the Act assigns, in the first instance, each state the authority to designate as
ETCs those carriers that seek to provide service within that state,””* we seek comment on whether the
Commission nevertheless possesses authority to act on applications for designation that cover service
areas in multiple states. If so, what is the legal basis for that authority? We also seek comment on how
the Commission should evaluate such applications if the Commission were to find that it had authority to
grant them. Moreover, to the extent a provider seeks to become an ETC to provide only broadband
services, would the Commission have exclusive jurisdiction to rule on such applications?

430.  Price-Cap Areas First. We seek comment on whether we should implement a
competitive bidding process for ongoing CAF support on a phased basis, beginning with price cap service
areas. If we were to follow such a staged approach, we presumably would need to determine how to
divide the CAF between the price cap territories and the rate-of-return territories, so that we could
maintain our overall budget for the CAF. How would we do so? Would it make sense to differentiate
between Bell Operating Companies and mid-size price cap carriers if we were adopt a staged approach?
Commenters should address whether this would limit the pool of eligible bidders in a way that
undermines the benefits of allowing the market to drive support levels down. We also seek comment on
how a staged approach would impact the timeline for comprehensive reform and transition to the CAF. If
we were to adopt such an approach, rate-of-return service areas would continue to receive support under
the current high-cost programs, subject to any modification described above,*” while this approach is
implemented first in areas served by price-cap companies.

2. Right of First Refusal Everywhere, Followed by Competitive Bidding Where
Necessary

431.  Right of First Refusal. In the alternative, we seek comment on an approach under which,
in each service area designated to receive CAF support, the Commission would offer the current COLR
for voice services (i.e., most likely a wireline incumbent LEC) support through a “right of first refusal”
(ROFR) to provide both voice and broadband to customers in the area for a specific amount of ongoing
support.® If the current COLR accepts the ROFR, that carrier would commit to deploying a network
capable of delivering both broadband and voice services throughout its service area, consistent with the
coverage requirements and other public interest obligations of CAF fund recipients discussed above.*”
An incumbent LEC with the broadband public interest and voice COLR obligations could deploy any
technology (e.g., terrestrial wireless) to build out in unserved areas, and would not be required to extend

69 See Letter from John P. Janka, Counsel for ViaSat, Inc. and WildBlue Communications, Inc., to Marlene Dortch,
Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket Nos. 05-337, 10-90, Attach. at 2 (filed Nov. 2, 2010).

1 See id.; see also Letter from L. Charles Keller, Wilkinson Barker Knauer, LLP, Counsel for DISH Network and
EchoStar Satellite Services, to Marlene Dortch, Secretary, FCC, WC Docket Nos. 10-90, 05-337, Attach. at 7 (filed
Nov. 11, 2010).

80247 U.S.C. § 214(e)(2).
93 See supra Section VI.

%4 As noted above, that amount of support would not be guaranteed in future years, but rather would be obligated
only after a Commission determination that the recipient has complied with all program requirements. See supra
para. 362.

95 See supra Section V.D.
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its wireline network. As discussed above, for the most expensive areas to serve, the carrier may have the
option of using technologies that may not meet the minimum performance requirements in place at that
time for broadband service, such as satellite technologies.®” We also seek comment on alternative ways
to conduct the ROFR. For example, instead of the Commission making an all-or-nothing offer to the
current COLR, should the Commission request that the current COLR make an offer of the support level
it believes it needs, which the Commission will either accept or reject?

432.  Use of a Cost Model. The Commission would determine the amount of CAF support to
be offered to the current COLR using a cost model developed in an open, deliberative, and transparent
process with ample opportunity for interested parties to participate and verify model results. The amount
of support offered would be determined by comparing the cost of serving the COLR’s service area
compared to a national cost benchmark. Support would be provided for costs above the benchmark.
Total CAF support (assuming all COLRs accepted the ROFR) could be estimated by adjusting the
benchmark.

433.  Inthe USF Reform NOI/NPRM, the Commission sought comment on whether we should
develop a nationwide broadband model to estimate support levels for the provision of broadband and
voice services in areas that are currently served by broadband with the aid of existing high-cost support,
as well as areas that are unserved.®”” Among other things, the Commission asked whether it should
develop a forward-looking economic cost model that estimates the costs of all technologies currently
being (or soon to be) deployed that are capable of providing voice service and broadband service that
meets whatever standard the Commission ultimately adopts for broadband.®® We seek comment on using
a model that would estimate the forward-looking economic costs of providing broadband and voice
service. The model could estimate costs of providing service over a wireline network; alternatively, the
model could estimate costs of providing service using the lowest-cost (or lowest-net-cost, if revenues are
taken into account) technology capable of providing the required minimum level of voice and broadband
service for each area, which may be wireless in some areas and wireline in others. Under the second
alternative, if the model determined that service could be provided to an area more cost effectively using
wireless technology, the wireline incumbent might choose to accept the offer of support and find a
wireless company to partner with for at least some of its service area, or it might prepare to offer wireless
service itself in some or all of it service area, provided it could obtain access to the necessary inputs,
including spectrum.” The duration of the transition period to new funding levels and new broadband
service obligations may be a key factor in determining the feasibility of this latter approach for wireline
incumbents. We seek comment on the relative merits of these two alternatives. Below, we seek comment
on specific proposals regarding how a model based on a wireline network could be developed. However,
we do not intend to suggest that the amount of support offered under the ROFR would necessarily be

896 We seek comment above on alternative methods of establishing coverage requirements that CAF recipients must

achieve. See supra paras. 129-136.

7 See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6665, para. 17. Although some parties provided useful comments
about the use of a model in response to the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, there was some confusion about the
relationship of the National Broadband Plan model to any model the Commission might ultimately adopt in
conjunction with a distribution mechanism for CAF support. For example, some commenters claimed that they
could not provide detailed comments on using a model, because they did not have access to the proprietary data used
in the National Broadband Plan model. See, e.g., AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments at 14. The intent of the NOI was
to solicit comment on certain threshold design issues, and we clarify here that we do not intend to use the National
Broadband Model to determine ongoing support amounts under the CAF.

98 See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6668, para. 25.

99 We note that Verizon Wireless recently announced an “LTE in Rural America” initiative that would make
spectrum and LTE equipment available to companies seeking to offer 4G (LTE) wireless service in rural America
beyond the reach of Verizon’s 4G (LTE) network. See Verizon Wireless, LTE in Rural America, available at
http://aboutus.vzw.com/rural/Overview.html.
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based on the specific model described below. If the Commission were to use a model to determine the
amount of support offered under a ROFR, we seek comment on how such support should be adjusted if
the Commission adopts a coverage requirement that is less than 100 percent of the ROFR area, or permits
carriers to provide some form of high speed Internet access service that may not meet the broadband
performance metrics adopted by the Commission.®"

434, If we were to use a wireline-only model, we seek comment on how we should define the
forward-looking economic costs of a wireline broadband network and what types of costs we should
include in the model, if we were to take such an approach. In the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, we sought
comment on whether the Commission should consider any existing plant.”’' We noted that the
Commission’s hybrid cost proxy model (HCPM) adopted a “scorched node” approach, which, while not a
total-green field approach, assumes as given only incumbent LEC central office (switch) locations.”'> We
also sought comment on whether the Commission should use a cost model that estimates the total costs of
broadband-capable networks, rather than the incremental costs of upgrading or extending existing
networks to provide broadband in unserved areas.®®

435.  In considering what types of costs to include in a broadband cost model, there are two
basic approaches. One approach is to assume that only no, or very limited, network facilities exist
currently; this green-field approach includes the costs of building, maintaining and operating a network.’"*
The second approach is to assume that some form of network currently exists; this brown-field approach
includes the cost of upgrading, maintaining and operating a network to offer the required level of
service.*”® Each of these approaches has some advantages.

436.  The green-field approach, because it includes the cost of the entire initial build-out,
would include the cost of connecting each home. This would eliminate concerns expressed by
commenters about the size and quality of copper gauge in existing network deployments.®'® Over the
lifetime of a network, the cost of a fiber-to-the-premises (FTTP) and short-loop (12,000-foot) DSL
network may be basically equal,’’” meaning that green-field costs are equivalent to those for an FTTP
deployment. The potential downside to using a model based on the green-field approach is that it would

819 See supra paras. 129-134.
1 See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6668-69, para. 27.
012 See id.

813 See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6670-71 paras. 33-34. We explained that the National Broadband
Plan model estimates the incremental costs and revenues associated with new broadband deployment, but does not
take into account any current universal service support in either served or unserved areas. In contrast, HCPM
estimates the total local exchange network costs of providing telephone service to all households and businesses
within a geographic area. Id.

814 One common approach is a “scorched node” approach where the location of incumbent central offices is taken as
fixed; another approach is a “scorched earth” approach where no facilities are taken as fixed.

815 The National Broadband Plan model took a particular brown-field approach where the costs of maintaining and
operating the existing network were allocated to existing products. This approach makes sense when evaluating a
new-product launch — allocating existing operating costs to a not-yet-launched product would worsen its viability
and likelihood of being launched — and calculating the value such a new product would bring to a company. We are
not proposing to follow such an approach here for ongoing support under the CAF.

816 See, e.g., AT&T July 12, 2010 Comments, at 16.

817 Commission staff analyzed data from the model used to create the NBP, comparing the cost of a FTTP build to
every housing unit with the cost of a green-field 12,000-foot-loop DSL build to every home; we note that the latter
calculation was not part of the analysis done for the NBP. The analysis showed that the costs associated with FTTP
were higher up-front, but those costs are offset by savings over the lifetime of the network. This is consistent with
the description of FTTP economics in OBI Tech Paper #1. See OBI, Broadband Availability Gap, at 96.
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provide support to a carrier to build a completely new network, regardless of whether the carrier actually
deployed a new network or merely upgraded portions of the existing network.

437.  The brown-field approach assumes the existence of a last-mile copper network.'®
Upgrading an existing network to support broadband involves pushing fiber deeper into the network, and
adding electronics capable of supporting broadband. The costs associated with upgrading the network
include the cost to build, maintain, and operate the new components of the network. In addition, one can
include the cost to maintain and operate the un-upgraded, last-mile portion of the network."® This
brown-field approach ensures that the value of (sunk) private investment is captured in the cost
calculation, and thereby limits the support required. However, this approach likely underestimates costs
in some areas (where the last-mile network is not capable of delivering broadband service); and would
likely overestimate costs in other areas because it would fail to take account of areas where carriers have
already upgraded networks.

438.  Despite certain drawbacks, if we adopt this alternative, we propose to use a green-field,
“scorched node,” approach in developing a broadband cost model. A number of commenters suggest that
any model used to estimate ongoing CAF support, which would replace current high-cost support, should
estimate the total forward-looking economic costs of deploying networks capable of providing broadband
and voice services.””” We therefore seek more focused comment on developing a total cost model.

439.  Inthe USF Reform NOI/NPRM, the Commission also sought comment on whether the
Commission should consider revenues, as well as costs, in determining CAF support.””' Despite the
advantages of including demand-side metrics in the determination of which areas are truly uneconomic to
serve, we recognize that there could be difficulties in accurately estimating and modeling revenues. We
seek comment on these issues.

440.  The Commission is committed to a robust public comment process, and commenters have
asserted that developing an engineering cost model, such as the Commission’s existing HCPM, through a
full comment process is a difficult, time-consuming effort.*> We seek comment on whether there are
other approaches to modeling that would be both data-based and rigorous on the one hand, and provide a
means to move forward more quickly and easily on the other.

441.  Asdiscussed above, to set reasonable limits on existing high-cost support for rate-of-
return carriers, we propose to use regression analysis to develop formulas that estimate the operating costs
and investment requirements associated with serving specific geographic areas.””> We seek comment on
whether we should use this approach for purposes of determining ongoing support under the CAF for all
companies, calculating cost as a function of density and other variables that are shown to have predictive
value. Such a model could calculate the costs for a small geographic area, e.g., census blocks, which

%1% One could, in theory, capture actual network deployments and therefore calculate the costs required for this
upgrade at a local level. However, this approach is administratively complex and is likely impractical; the focus
here is on modeling what networks currently exist and what would have to be upgraded.

619 We note that the National Broadband Plan model did not include these costs, allocating them instead to existing
products.

020 See, e. 2., Comments of Windstream Communications, Inc., WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC
Docket No. 05-337, at 11 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of the Independent Telephone & Telecommunications
Alliance, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337, at 16-18 (filed July 12, 2010).

2! See USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6671-40, paras. 35-40.

622 See, e.g., Comments of the Independent Telephone & Telecommunications Alliance, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN
Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337, at 6, 10 (filed July 12, 2010); Comments of the National Cable &
Telecommunications Association, WC Docket No. 10-90, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337, at 18-20
(filed July 12, 2010).

823 See supra para. 203.
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could then be aggregated to larger, relevant geographies, e.g., COLR service areas for the ROFR. Of
course any regression-based model will include some level of error — some amount of variation that is not
explained by the regression. Averaged over any large number of measurements, this error should
disappear, as over- and under-estimates cancel one another out.*** We seek comment on this approach
and on whether such a model would be sufficiently reliable to use for determining the amount of CAF
support offered under a ROFR. In particular, we seek comment from those who may have experience
with using this approach to calculate support. In addition, as noted above, such an approach would
require an appropriate source data set in order to be effective. The Commission would need to calculate
support for both large carriers and small carriers operating in rural areas in a wide variety of terrains. We
seek comment on what data, from what network operators, could be used as an appropriate data set; and
on any difficulties the Commission could face in compiling such a source data set.

442, Alternatively, the Commission could develop a cost model more similar to HCPM or the
model created for the NBP. In such a model, the costs of each area would be calculated from the local
conditions — including whatever information is available about the location of homes and roads, soil type,
presence of aerial plant, etc. This approach, more similar to traditional engineering-cost models, is likely
more time-consuming to develop, and given that there are more model inputs and more model code,
would likely require more input from the public. However, such a model would avoid the issues noted
above about statistically driven errors (noting that any model will have some level of errors driven by, at
the very least, imperfect input data). We seek comment on the trade-offs between a larger investment,
both in time and in effort, of an engineering cost model approach relative to a regression-based model.

443.  Creating a model, regardless of the method chosen, does not specify support levels.
Choices about the level of geographic aggregation or the type(s) of network technology supported, among
many others, are large drivers of calculated support.*”® Ensuring that all Americans have access to a
modern telecommunications network while still controlling the size of the fund is challenging. There are,
however, a handful of such choices that could increase the number of those with broadband access for a
given level of funding. One such choice concerns the role of satellite, discussed above, in serving the
most expensive-to-serve housing units.”®® Another is the level of geographic aggregation used in
calculating an area’s cost. As noted above, at the simplest level, averaging over larger geographies
lowers the average cost of the most expensive areas within that geography (in effect, requiring geographic
cross-subsidies within a carrier’s footprint). However, reducing the calculated cost by averaging means
that there may be areas unserved by broadband that will not receive support. Using smaller geographies,
for example by moving from study-area to wire center cost averaging, de-averages the costs of the most
expensive areas to some extent. Because there is some co-linearity between the unserved and the most
expensive areas, this would provide more support to unserved areas. The potential drawback is that it
means fewer areas would be supported, because of the higher average cost per home in these areas.
Another approach, which targets support to those areas that need it most, would be to de-average both
served and unserved geographies, funding any area (regardless of whether served or unserved) that
exceeds a cost threshold. Other factors, like the role of revenue in the model and the choice of network
deployment are discussed above.””” We seek comment on the advantages and disadvantages of each of
the choices mentioned and ask how that would impact our ability to maximize access to broadband for a
given level of CAF funding. We also seek comment on how each of these choices would impact the
provision of services on Tribal lands.

444.  Competitive Bidding if ROFR Refused. 1f we were to adopt such an approach, we would
also need to have a process in place to address situations where the current voice COLR refuses to accept

624 See OBI, Broadband Availability Gap, at 24.
623 See OBI, Broadband Availability Gap, at chapter 3.
626 See supra paras. 424-428.

827 See supra para. 439.
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the amount of ongoing support calculated by the cost model. If the COLR refuses the ROFR, a
competitive bidding mechanism could be used to provide ongoing CAF support to at most one provider in
any given area. Such a competitive bidding mechanism would simultaneously select the providers of both
broadband and voice, or if necessary, voice-only providers that would receive CAF support, and, as with
the auction approach above, would seek to maximize the number of households passed by broadband
networks while ensuring that consumers retain access to voice service. As above, we also seek comment
on using alternative competitive bidding mechanisms and specifically ask whether there is a sequential
approach that would first determine the least-cost method for ensuring that voice service remains
available everywhere and then maximizes broadband coverage subject to a budget constraint by
substituting bids for the “complete package” of broadband and voice service for voice only bids.
Consistent with the proposals above,”*® that amount of support would not be guaranteed in future years,
but rather would be obligated only after a Commission determination that the recipient has complied with
all program requirements.

445.  Geographic Areas for Auction. The geographic areas where the right of first refusal is
offered would necessarily be defined by the COLRs’ service areas. Despite this constraint, the areas for
auction should be defined in as technology neutral a way as possible. Bidder-defined geography not
exactly the same as entire study areas could increase the likely number of bidders. For example, the
Commission could define areas for bidding that are aggregations of census blocks. The same
Commission-defined geographic areas could be used for complete-package and voice-only bids. This
way, if there is no complete package bid for an area there would be a voice-only bid for exactly the same
area. It could avoid the problem of having to fill in an area with no complete-package bids with multiple
voice-only bids that overlap with complete-package bids in adjacent areas. We seek comment on what
factors the Commission should consider when defining the geographic areas for the auction, if it were to
use such an approach.

446.  Transition. We seek comment on how support under the existing programs would be
transitioned to the Connect America Fund under each of the possible scenarios for the outcome of the
ROFR option. We seek comment on whether a transition is necessary or appropriate in all circumstances.
For example, if a COLR currently receiving support accepts a ROFR, we could presume that the amount
offered is sufficient and that no transition is necessary. Similarly, if a COLR currently receiving support
refuses the ROFR and subsequently wins the auction, we could presume that the bid reflects sufficient
support and that no transition is necessary. If a COLR currently receiving support refuses the ROFR and
subsequently does not win the auction, a transition may be appropriate because there may be a period of
time before the new provider is able to build-out and serve the area. How quickly should we phase down
the current COLR’s support immediately if a new provider wins the auction? How long should the
current recipient be required to comply with public interest obligations, as proposed above, if it is not the
ultimate recipient of ongoing support?

447.  Price-Cap Areas First. We seek comment on whether we should implement a ROFR
followed by competitive bidding on a phased basis, beginning with price cap service areas. If we were to
follow such a staged approach, we presumably would need to determine how to divide the CAF between
the price cap territories and the rate-of-return territories, so that we could maintain our overall budget for
the CAF. How would we do so? Would it make sense to differentiate between Bell Operating
Companies and mid-size price cap carriers if we were to adopt a staged approach? Would limiting the
number of study areas that participate in the ROFR potentially limit the efficacy of any potential auction
for companies that refuse the ROFR, due to too few bidders? We also seek comment on how a staged
approach would impact the timeline for comprehensive reform and transition to the CAF. If we were to
follow such an approach, pending completion of the transition to the CAF for the price cap carriers, rate-
of-return companies would continue to receive support under the current high-cost programs, subject to

628 See supra para. 362.
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any modification described above,”” while this approach is implemented first in areas served by price-cap
companies.

3. Continued Rate-of-Return Reform for Certain Areas

448.  We sought comment above on a package of proposals intended to improve the incentives
for rational investment and operation by small companies operating in rural areas.**’ Assuming that we
adopt some or all of these reforms, we could evaluate their success in meeting these objectives before we
implement stage two of our comprehensive reform package. If the Commission finds that the reforms
have adequately improved the incentives for investment and operation by small, rural companies, it could
determine that support for these carriers should remain based on reasonable actual investment, rather than
a cost model or auction. On the other hand, the Commission previously determined that if support is
based on cost, it should be based on forward-looking economic cost, not embedded costs,”! and that
“there may be significant problems inherent in indefinitely maintaining separate mechanisms based on
different economic principles.”®*

449.  In the event that the Commission determines that it should take different approaches to
implementing the Connect America Fund in different geographic areas, it could, for example, determine
that only price cap territories would receive support awarded either through a ROFR, followed by
competitive bidding, or through competitive bidding without a ROFR, depending on which option the
Commission adopts for determining CAF support. The Commission could follow an alternative path for
rate-of-return territories that would provide ongoing support based on reasonable actual investment.
Should we take this approach, we seek comment on the need for possible changes to the current rate-of-
return system beyond those discussed in the previous section, including capping and shifting interstate
common line support to an incentive regulation framework that would establish support amounts
periodically (such as every five years) to generate an appropriate forward-looking return for an efficient
carrier for the investments at issue, implementing a more rigorous process to examine whether investment
is used and useful, and re-examining the current 11.25 percent authorized rate of return.

450.  Capping Interstate Common Line Support and Shifting Into a New Incentive-Based
Mechanism. In April 2010, in the USF Reform NOI/NPRM, the Commission sought comment on shifting
rate-of-return carriers to incentive regulation generally, including comment on capping ICLS.**
Specifically, we sought comment on whether we should convert ICLS to a frozen amount per line, which
would have the effect of limiting growth in the existing high-cost program.®** We seek comment on
whether capping ICLS on either a per-line, study area, or any other basis would be consistent with rate-of-
return regulation or whether we would need to adopt some form of incentive regulation to accomplish the
objective of limiting the size of the Fund.

2 See supra Section VI.
830 See supra Section VILA.

8! See, e.g., Universal Service First Report and Order, 12 FCC Red at 8899, paras. 224-25, Rural Task Force
Order, 16 FCC Rced at 11311-12, para. 174; USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Rcd at 6667-68, para. 23.

%32 Rural Task Force Order, 16 FCC Red at 11311, para. 173. Although the Commission adopted a separate
mechanism for rural carriers in the Rural Task Force Order, it rejected arguments that only an embedded cost
mechanism would provide sufficient support for rural carriers and did not find the the Rural Task Force’s analysis
justified a reversal of the Commission’s position with respect to the use of forward-looking cost as a general matter.
Id. at 11311-12, para. 174.

833 USF Reform NOI/NPRM, 25 FCC Red at 6679-80, paras. 55-56.
34 Id. at 6680, para. 56.
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451.  As discussed in greater detail below,”” this Notice seeks comment on an incentive

regulation framework for any intercarrier compensation replacement funding that would be distributed
through the CAF to carriers that currently set their access charges based on a rate-of-return framework.
ICLS, however, would continue to be computed based on a rate-of-return framework, unless otherwise
modified. We seek comment on whether the same incentive regulation framework described below in the
intercarrier compensation context could also be used to replace the ICLS mechanism.**

452.  Under an incentive regulation framework, once intercarrier compensation reform is
completed, universal service distributions could be determined as part of the same CAF distribution
process applicable to all carriers. Alternatively, if rate-of-return carriers are treated differently within the
CAF, funding levels could be set periodically (such as every five years) to generate an appropriate
forward-looking return for an efficient carrier for the investments at issue.”’ Would that be an
appropriate way for the Commission to shift from ICLS into that incentive-based universal service
mechanism?

453.  In addition, we also seek comment on the manner in which such funding might transition.
For example, should any shifting of support from ICLS to a new recovery mechanism be accomplished in
a lump-sum manner—e.g., by simply adding the then-existing level of ICLS funding, either in aggregate
or on a per-carrier basis, to the revenues to be recovered through the new mechanism? Or should any
shifting of support occur be phased-in over time, and if so, how would that be accomplished?

454.  Used and Useful. Historically, the Commission’s rate-of-return ratemaking policies have
reflected the equitable principle that ratepayers should not be forced to pay a return except on investments
that can be shown to benefit them.”* As a result, the Commission has allowed recovery through
regulated rates for property only when it is “used and useful” in the provision of regulated services—i.e.,
only if it is “necessary to the efficient conduct of a utility’s business, presently or within a reasonable
future period.” As described above, the Commission’s universal service policies for rate-of-return
carriers have evolved to enable them to recover through universal service support certain costs that they
cannot recover from end users because of rules that cap their rates below the level that would be permitted
by a rate-of-return calculation. Thus, inclusion of excess costs in a carrier’s rate base—such as costs that
are not “used and useful”—can increase the demands on the universal service fund, as well. We seek
comment on whether more detailed, industry-wide clarifications regarding what should be deemed “used
and useful” would be helpful to ensure that excess costs are not recovered through universal service (or
carriers’ rates). If so, what clarification would be appropriate?

833 See infra Section XIV.D-E.

836 For example, the Commission could adopt the inventive-based universal service distribution mechanism both for
any funding to replace intercarrier compensation revenues and to replace ICLS. Alternatively, even if it were not
adopted in the intercarrier compensation reform context, this mechanism theoretically still could be used to replace
ICLS.

%7 Although this mechanism would not guarantee a particular carrier a defined rate of return, it could include certain
“safety valves.” See infra Section XIV.D-E.

638 «Equally central to the used and useful concept, however, is the equitable principle that the ratepayers may not

fairly be forced to pay a return except on investment which can be shown directly to benefit them. Thus, imprudent
or excess investment, for example, is the responsibility and coincident burden of the investor, not the ratepayer.”
American Tel. and Tel. Co., Phase II Final Decision and Order, 64 FCC 2d 1, at 38, para. 112 (1977) (AT&T Phase
1I Order). The benefit, however, does not have to be immediate and can include, for example, a portion of
equipment that is serving as a reserve for future use. See, e.g., Investigation of Special Access Tariffs of Local
Exchange Carriers, FCC 86-52, 1986 WL 291617, para. 41 (1985) (Phase I Special Access Tariffs Investigation
Order), remanded on other grounds, MCI Telecom. Corp. v. FCC, 842 F.2d 1296 (D.C. Cir. 1988).

39 American Tel. and Tel. Co., Phase Il Final Decision and Order, 64 FCC 2d 1, at 38, para. 111 (1977) (AT&T
Phase I Order).
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455.  Authorized Rate of Return. Rate-of-return carriers currently are permitted to charge
interstate rates that will allow them the opportunity to recover their expenses, plus an 11.25 percent rate
of return on their net common line investment. The Commission last adjusted the authorized rate of
return in 1990.**° In 1998, the Commission initiated a proceeding to represcribe the authorized rate of
return for rate-of-return carriers.”' In the MAG Order, the Commission terminated the prescription
proceeding in CC Docket No. 98-166.°* The Commission also stayed the effectiveness of section 65.101
of the Commission’s rules, which otherwise would have required the Commission to initiate a unitary rate
of return prescription proceeding immediately as a result of termination of the CC Docket No. 98-166
proceeding.

456.  We seek comment on whether the Commission should initiate a proceeding to represcribe
the authorized rate of return for rate-of-return carriers if it determines that such carriers should continue to
receive high-cost support under a modified rate-of-return system. We seek comment on whether these
changes, or any other potential changes to rate-of-return regulation, would adversely affect the ability of
rate-of-return carriers to provide voice and broadband services.

VIII. INCREASING ACCOUNTABILITY AND MEASURING PROGRESS TO ENSURE
INVESTMENTS DELIVER INTENDED RESULTS

A. Increasing Transparency, Oversight and Accountability

457.  Universal service represents an investment overseen by the Commission on behalf of the
public as a whole. As such, the Commission has an obligation to the public to ensure that the funds are
spent appropriately and efficiently. To ensure that universal service funds are spent in a fiscally
responsible manner, the Commission, and USAC, must have sufficient insight into the operations and
financial condition of fund recipients. To meet this obligation, we propose that the Commission require
increased disclosures about the operating performance and financial condition of companies that receive
universal service support.

1. Reporting Requirements

458.  To improve performance management and strengthen oversight of the high-cost program
—as well as to lay a solid foundation for the CAF — we propose annual data collections from current
recipients of high-cost USF as well as from any future recipients of the CAF. We envision these data
collections as a primary means to evaluate whether these universal service programs are meeting the
performance goals proposed below. We also expect that these collections will help assess recipients’
compliance with program rules and cost-effective use of program funds.**

459.  First, beginning within six months of the effective date of an order, we propose to require
all high-cost funding recipients — and ultimately CAF recipients — to report to USAC on deployment,
adoption, and pricing for both their voice and broadband offerings. We note that we seek comment on
related issues in the Broadband Data NPRM.*** We propose that the first reporting submission show
operating results as of the end of the calendar year prior to the adoption of an order and then submitted

840 Represcribing the Authorized Rate of Return for Interstate Services of Local Exchange Carriers, CC Docket No.
89-624, Order, 5 FCC Red 7507 (1990).

41 Prescribing the Authorized Rate of Return for Interstate Services of Local Exchange Carriers, CC Docket No.
98-166, Notice Initiating a Prescription Proceeding and Notice of Proposed Rulemaking, 13 FCC Red 20561 (1998).

2 See MAG Order, 16 FCC Red at 19701, para. 208.
43 See infra para. 479 (explaining that performance goals and measures should improve program accountability.

4 See Broadband Data NPRM, FCC 11-14, at paras. 47-76 (seeking comment on whether and how the Commission
should collect deployment and price data).
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annually thereafter.®*® We seek comment on whether this information would be sufficient to enable us to

determine whether our proposed performance goals are being met,**® or if additional reporting
requirements are needed to oversee the Universal Service Fund. To the extent that some high-cost
recipients already report some of that information, such as competitive ETCs designated by the
Commission,”’ we seek comment on how to transition from the current reporting requirements to more
competitively neutral reporting requirements that would apply to all high-cost and CAF recipients.

460.  We acknowledge the statutory mandate that rates for supported services in rural areas
should be reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas. We note, however, that there is evidence in the
record that local rates for a number of smaller carriers that operate in rural areas may actually be lower
than the national average rates of $15.62 (excluding additional charges) and $25.62 (including additional
charges).®*® Although local rates, to the extent they are regulated, are governed by state regulators, it is
imperative that we gather essential information so that we can better determine the degree of federal
commitment that may be required to support universal service, particularly as we transition to a world
where consumers are purchasing broadband-voice packages. We also seek comment on whether the
approach for collecting essential information as set forth in the Broadband Data NPRM is sufficient or
whether a reporting requirement unique to high-cost and CAF recipients is necessary.**

461.  Second, we propose to require recipient carriers to file with the Commission within 120
days of the end of each of their fiscal years a full and complete annual report of their financial condition
and operations, in form and substance satisfactory to the Commission, which is audited and certified by
an independent certified public accountant satisfactory to the Commission, and accompanied by a report
of such audit in form and substance satisfactory to the Commission.””” The report shall include, at a
minimum, balance sheets, income statements, statements of cash flow, and notes to the financial
statements, if available.

462.  Consistent with policies and regulations governing public equity and debt capital
markets, we also seek comment on making the information included in these disclosures available to the
public to promote increased transparency and efficiency.”' Increased disclosure of this information may
lead to more competition or the acquisition of less efficient carriers without disrupting service to
consumers in areas served by those carriers. We seek comment on the confidentiality issues that public
disclosure may raise.

463.  We recognize the potential benefits of increased reporting and disclosure are not without
cost. To minimize the cost and reporting burden on carriers, we propose to allow those carriers that are
required to file financial reports with the Securities and Exchange Commission or the Rural Utilities

45 See id., at para. 46 (seeking comment on frequency of filing FCC Form 477).
846 See infra para 489 (establishing performance goals).
#4747 C.F.R. § 54.209; see supra para. 100.

% The average local rate of $15.62 for flat-rate service excludes Federal and State Subscriber Line Charges, taxes,
911, and other charges. With the inclusion of these additional charges, the average monthly cost for local flat-rate
service is $25.62. See 2008 Reference Book of Rates, atTable 1.1. See also Comments of The Oregon
Telecommunications Association and The Washington Independent Telecommunications Association, WC Docket
Nos. 10-90, 05-337, GN Docket No. 09-51 (filed July 12, 2010), Table 5 (showing local rates for independent
telephone companies in the states of Washington and Oregon that are both above and below the nationwide average
local rate of $15.62).

49 See generally Broadband Data NPRM, FCC 11-14, at paras. 49-65.

%% See Comments of John Staurulakis, Inc., GN Docket Nos. 10-90, 09-51, WC Docket No. 05-337 (filed July 12,
2010), at 10 (stating that most state commissions require the filing of financial, demand, and service-level standards
on a regular basis).

! See The Securities Exchange Act of 1934, 48 Stat. 881 (1934), 15 U.S.C. § 78 et seq.

4693



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

Service to satisfy our requirement by providing electronic copies of the annual reports filed with those
agencies to the Commission so long as the reports meet the minimum information requirements imposed
by the Commission’s rules and are filed with the Commission by the deadline imposed in accordance
with this requirement.*>

464.  For SEC registrants and RUS borrowers the submission of the same data and information
required by the SEC or RUS would not require any additional burden since such documents are already
being prepared to satisfy other reporting requirements. For companies that are neither an SEC registrant
nor an RUS borrower, such a requirement should not be a significant additional burden because such
financial accounting statements are normally prepared in the usual course of business.

465.  Third, we propose that all recipients report intercarrier compensation revenues and
expenses as described in detail below.

466.  We seek comment on these proposals. We also seek comment on reducing or suspending
universal support payments for non-compliance with reporting requirements. For example, should
universal service support be suspended immediately if a recipient fails to submit the required information
and not restored until such information is submitted?

467.  We also seek comment on codifying additional reporting requirements applicable to
USAC to further assist the Commission in fulfilling its oversight responsibilities of the universal service
support mechanisms. Specifically, we propose that USAC routinely provide to the Commission the data
that it collects from both incumbent LECs and competitive ETCs for calculating high-cost payments,
specifically, high-cost loop support, interstate common line support, local switching support, safety net,
and safety valve support payments, pending any elimination of any of those programs.®> For example,
section 54.901 of the Commission’s rules requires USAC to calculate ICLS support as the difference
between the common line revenue requirement and the sum of end-user common line charges and certain
other revenues.”* Similarly, section 54.301 of the Commission’s rules requires USAC to collect local
switching revenue requirement and weighting factor data for calculating LSS.® We propose that USAC
provide to the Commission, in an electronic spreadsheet format, all data it collects from carriers with
respect to HCLS, ICLS, LSS, safety net, and safety valve support mechanisms, to the extent those
mechanisms continue to exist.”® We seek comment on this proposal.

2. Internal Controls
468.  We propose to improve internal control mechanisms for the current high-cost program
and apply such internal control mechanisms to the CAF.

469.  In 2008, the GAO recommended that the FCC identify areas of risk in its internal control
environment and implement mechanisms that will help ensure compliance with program rules and
produce cost-effective use of program funds.”” The GAO highlighted three areas of internal controls: (1)

652 .
See id.

%53 The National Exchange Carrier Association (NECA) is already required to submit incumbent LEC HCLS data to
the Commission. See 47 C.F.R. § 36.613. We propose that USAC also report HCLS data for competitive ETCs,
pending any phase-out of such support is phased-out.

% See 47 C.F.R. § 54.901.
%3 See 47 C.F.R. § 54.301.

86 USAC collects projected ICLS data, actual ICLS data, projected LSS data, and actual LSS data from the carriers
on FCC Forms 508, 509, and the Local Switching Support Data Collection Form, respectively.

%57 United States Government Accountability Office, Report to Congressional Committees, Telecommunications:

FCC Needs to Improve Performance Management and Strengthen Oversight of the High-Cost Program, at 40 (June
2008) (GAO High-Cost Report).

4694



Federal Communications Commission FCC11-13

audits; (2) annual certifications; and (3) data validation processes. In each of these three areas, the GAO
found weaknesses.””® We seek comment on measures to strengthen our internal controls in each of the
areas identified for improvement by GAO.

470.  In the 2009 Executive Order regarding Improper Payments Information Act of 2002
(IPIA), President Obama stated that when making payments to program beneficiaries, federal government
agencies “must make every effort to confirm the right recipient is receiving the right payment for the right
reason at the right time.”®” Consistent with this directive and guidance from the Office of Management
and Budget, in February 2010 the Commission directed USAC to implement both an improved IPIA
assessment program and compliance audit programs of the universal service fund (the FCC IPIA Letter).
For the high-cost program alone, the FCC IPIA Letter directed USAC to undertake 240 IPIA audits and
100 compliance audits.*®

471.  Audits. Audits are an essential tool for the Commission and USAC to ensure program
integrity and to detect and deter waste, fraud, and abuse. Commission rules authorize USAC to conduct
audits of carriers and contributors reporting data to USAC." The 2008 FCC-USAC MOU requires
USAC to conduct audits, including audits of Fund beneficiaries, in accordance with generally accepted
government auditing standards, as required by section 54.702(n) of the Commission’s rules.®> USAC’s
audit program consists of audits by USAC’s internal audit division staff as well as audits by independent
auditors under contract with USAC.%

472.  In December 2010, as part of the Commission’s IPIA initiatives, USAC released its final
report and statistical analysis for a sample of 285 of 390 beneficiaries audited previously.®* Of this

%% GAO High-Cost Report at 31.

%59 president Obama further emphasized that the federal government must intensify efforts to eliminate payment
error while “continuing to ensure that Federal programs serve and provide access to their intended beneficiaries.”
Executive Order 13520, § at 1 (Nov. 20, 2009) (IPIA Executive Order); Feb. 12, 2010 USAC Letter; Oct. 13, 2010
USAC Letter.

9 Feb. 12,2010 USAC Letter; OMB Circular A-123. The IPIA assessment program was developed with the
following objectives: (1) separately cover all four USF programs; (2) measure the accuracy of the Administrator’s
payments to program applicants; (3) evaluate the eligibility of program applicants who have received payments; (4)
include high-level testing of information obtained from program participants; and (5) tailor scope of procedures to
ensure reasonable cost while meeting IPIA requirements for sample size and precision. The compliance audit
program was developed with the following objectives: (1) cover all four programs and contributors; (2) tailor audit
type and scope to program risk elements, size of disbursement, audit timing and other specific factors; (3) keep costs
reasonable in relation to overall program disbursements, amount disbursed to beneficiary being audited, and USF
administrative costs; (4) spread audits throughout the year; and (5) retain capacity and capability for targeted and
risk-based audits. See Feb. 12, 2010 USAC Letter at 2, 4.

1 47 C.F.R. § 54.707.
62 47 C.F.R. § 54.702(n).

%3 1n addition, the Commission’s OIG has conducted audits of USF program beneficiaries. See Office of Inspector
General, Semiannual Report to Congress, October 1, 2009 through March 31, 2010, at 17-20. In a February 12,
2010, letter to USAC, OMD directed USAC to separate its two audit objectives into distinct programs — one focused
on Improper Payments Information Act (“IPIA”) assessment and the second on auditing compliance with all four
USF programs. Improper Payments Information Act of 2002, Pub.L.No. 107-300, 116 Stat. 2350 (2002). In
addition to providing guidance on the implementation of the IPIA assessment program and compliance audit
program, the letter informed USAC that OMD would assume responsibility for oversight of USAC’s
implementation of both programs. Feb. 12, 2010 USAC Letter.

% See Universal Service Administrative Company, Final Report and Statistical Analysis of the 2007-08 Federal
Communications Commission Office of Inspector General High-Cost Program Beneficiary (Dec. 15, 2010),
available at http://www.fcc.gov/omd/ust-letters2011.html (December 2010 USAC Compliance Report).
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sample, USAC determined an error rate of 2.7 percent resulting in $54.4 million in improper payments.®®

According to USAC, the top issues resulting in the highest improper payments were: (1) inaccurate line
counts; (2) inadequate or missing documentation; (3) accounting errors; (4) eligibility errors; and (5)
subscriber list errors.®®® In response, USAC has developed a set of measures to reduce improper
payments associated with these issues, including, outreach, oversight and management, audits, and
information technology improvements.®®’

473.  We seek comment on the December 2010 USAC Compliance Report. In particular, we
seek comment on ways to improve the audit process to further reduce improper payments and assess
risks. In doing so, how can audits be targeted to better understand and discover errors associated with the
top issues resulting in improper payments, discussed above? Also, what other measures, than those
already implemented, can be taken to mitigate risks? How can internal controls in the program be
improved in response to the December 2010 Audit Report?

474.  We also seek comment on whether high-cost universal service support recipients
(including CAF recipients) should be subject to additional audit requirements beyond the current
compliance audits and IPIA audits described above, in light of the proposals presented in this Notice.
Should audits be conducted with additional or different objectives than the current plan initiated by the
FCC IPIA Letter? Should more program participants be audited? Are there other or additional oversight
measures, in addition to those initiated by the FCC IPIA Letter, which would be appropriate and effective
in detecting and deterring waste, fraud, and abuse?

475.  Annual Certifications. Section 254(e) requires that a carrier shall use “support only for
the provision, maintenance, and upgrading of facilities and services for which the support is intended.”***
The Commission requires annual certifications to enforce carrier accountability for use of high-cost
program support.®® GAO found inconsistencies in the certification process among states and questioned
whether such certifications enabled program administrators to fully assess whether carriers are
appropriately using high-cost program support.””’ We seek comment on how to improve the certification
process to make it more meaningful in light of the increased public interest responsibilities proposed
above and our objective to advance the deployment of networks that are capable of providing both
broadband and voice services. In particular, we seek comment on requiring additional information from
recipients concerning how funds were used and specifically what information should be submitted.

476.  Data validation. In 2008, GAO found that “data validation processes to ensure the
reliability of financial data primarily focus on the completeness of the data provided by carriers, but not
the accuracy of the data.””" Specifically, NECA collects cost and line count data for the high-cost loop
support mechanism, and USAC collects cost and line count data for the remaining components of the
high-cost program. As GAO noted, “these data are subject to several electronic data validations for
completeness.””> However, GAO determined that “while these validations and reviews provide NECA
and USAC with opportunities to identify input errors, they do not addresses whether or not the data
provided by participants are accurate or if the money spent addresses the intended purposes of the high-

%3 December 2010 USAC Compliance Report at 6.
86 Id. at 7-8.

7 1d. at 8.

8 47 U.S.C. § 254(¢).

89 47 C.F.R. §§ 54.313, 314, 809, and 904.

7 GAO High-Cost Report at 38.

S Id. at 37.

672 Id
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cost program.”” We seek comment on how to improve the data validation process to correct the

weakness identified by GAO. We propose above to adopt new benchmarks for cost submissions for rate-
of-return carriers. Are there specific steps that we should take to ensure that funds are spent for their
intended purposes? Would the certifications regarding coverage and deployment be adequate to address
this issue? Should other measures be implemented in the data certification process to mitigate the risk
that funds are not used to advance modern networks capable of providing broadband and voice services?

3. Additional Monitoring Procedures

477.  We seek comment on what types of procedures we should put in place to ensure that
recipients provide services they have committed to provide. We propose to affirmatively confirm, in the
field, that recipients have complied with their deployment obligations. What kinds of field inspections
and tests are appropriate? We seek comment on whether either state commissions or RUS could play a
role in confirming deployment. For instance, hundreds of smaller telephone companies are currently RUS
borrowers, and required to report to RUS on their use of funds. What information-sharing mechanisms
between the Commission and RUS would facilitate our ability to confirm deployment? Should we
conduct different inspections depending on whether the provider has deployed a wireline or a wireless
broadband system? Should we verify that each and every recipients has fulfilled its obligations, or should
we conduct random audits? What additional procedures should we put in place to ensure that the public is
receiving the services it has paid for?

4. Record Retention Requirements

478.  Inthe Universal Service Fund Oversight Order, the Commission adopted rules
establishing rigorous document retention requirements for high-cost program participants.®” We seek
comment on whether to modify the current requirements or adopt additional requirements at this time in
light of the changed responsibilities and expectations for Fund recipients proposed in this Notice. Are the
current record retention requirements adequate to facilitate audits of program participants? Are any
additional measures necessary to ensure that program participants retain relevant documentation and
provide the relevant and complete documentation to auditors upon request?

IX. ESTABLISHING CLEAR PERFORMANCE GOALS AND MEASURES FOR
UNIVERSAL SERVICE

479.  We propose several performance goals and measures to improve program accountability.
Performance goals and measures should improve program accountability by measuring whether the
existing federal high-cost program and any modified or new programs (i.e. the CAF) that support high-
cost areas produce public benefits.’”” Consistent with the Government Performance and Results Act of
1993 (GPRA), clear performance goals and measures should enable the Commission to determine not just
whether federal funding is used for the intended purposes, but whether that funding is accomplishing the
intended purposes—including our objective of advancing broadband for all Americans.*’”® Moreover,

673 Id

7 Comprehensive Review of the Universal Service Fund Management, Administration, and Oversight, WC Docket
No. 05-195, Report and Order, 22 FCC Red 16372, 16385, para. 24 (2007) (Universal Service Fund Oversight
Order); 47 C.F.R. § 54.202(e).

75 See supra Section V.A (National Goals and Priorities for Universal Service).

876 The Government Performance and Results Act (GPRA) of 1993 established statutory requirements for federal
agencies to engage in strategic planning and performance measurement. Government Performance and Results Act
0f 1993, Pub. L. No. 103-62, 107 Stat. 285 (1993). GPRA is intended to improve efficiency and effectiveness of
federal programs through the establishment of specific goals for program performance. GPRA has three main
requirements. Federal agencies must develop strategic plans with long-term, outcome-related goals and objectives,
develop annual goals linked to the long-term goals, and measure progress toward the achievement of those goals in
(continued....)
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performance goals and measures may assist in identifying areas where additional action by state
regulators, Tribal governments, or other entities is necessary to meet the goal of universal service.
Performance goals and measures should also improve participant accountability.

480.  Inrecent years, the Office of Management and Budget (OMB) has built upon GPRA
through its Program Assessment Rating Tool (PART). OMB PART guidance sets forth three types of
performance measures: (1) outcome measures; (2) output measures; and (3) efficiency measures.®”’
Outcome measures “describe the intended result from carrying out a program or activity.”’® Output
measures describe the level of activity, such as applications process, number of housing units repaired, or
number of stakeholders served by a program. Efficiency measures capture a program’s ability to perform
its function and achieve its intended results relative to the resources expended.” These performance
measures should be intrinsically linked to the purpose of the program and the strategic goal to which it
contributes.

481.  In 2008, the Government Accountability Office recommended that, in order to strengthen
management and oversight of the high-cost program, the Commission should clearly define the goals of
the high-cost program and subsequently develop quantifiable performance measures.”™ Also in 2008, the
Commission released a Notice of Inquiry, seeking comment on, among other things, how to define more
clearly the goals of universal service and to identify any additional quantifiable performance measures
that may be necessary or desirable.®’

482.  We propose that funding of recipients be tied to the specific outcomes proposed below.
We propose the following four specific performance goals for the current high-cost program and CAF: (1)
preserve and advance voice service; (2) increase deployment of modern networks capable of supporting
necessary broadband applications as well as voice service; (3) ensure that rates for broadband service are
reasonably comparable in all regions of the nation, and that rates for voice service are reasonably
comparable in all regions of the nation; and (4) limit universal service contribution burden on households.
We request comment on these or other goals and measures commenters believe would be appropriate.
We also seek comment on how our performance measures should take into account the actions of other
governmental agencies, such as state regulators, that may impact the Commission’s ability to meet its
universal service goals.

(Continued from previous page)
annual performance plans and report annually on their progress in program performance reports. See also GPRA
Modernization Act of 2010, Pub. L. 111-352, 124 Stat. 3866 (2011).

877 See Memorandum from Clay Johnson 111, Deputy Director for Management, Office of Management and Budget,
to Program Associate Directors, Budget Data Request No. 04-31 (Mar. 22, 2003) (OMB PART Guidance
Memorandum); see also ExpectMore.gov, http://expectmore.gov (last visited Feb. 9, 2011). The most current PART
guidance, referred to herein as “2008 PART Guidance,” is available at
http://www.whitehouse.gov/sites/default/files/omb/assets/performance pdfs/part guid 2008.pdf (last visited Feb. 9,
2011).

678 See 2008 PART Guidance at 9.

579 The 2008 PART Guidance states that “[m]eaningful efficiency measures consider the benefit to the customer and
serve as indicators of how well the program performs.” Id. at 11.

% GAO High-Cost Report) at 40.

81 Comprehensive Review of the Universal Service Fund Management, Administration, and Oversight, WC Docket
No. 05-195, 23 FCC Rcd 13583 (2008) (2008 Comprehensive Review NOI). We note that, in 2007, the Commission
took initial steps to improve the performance management of universal service by adopting performance measures to
help ensure the program operates in an efficient, effective manner. Universal Service Fund Oversight Order, 22
FCC Red 16372. Most of these performance measures were “output measures.” At that time, the Commission
declined to establish performance goals because it did not have sufficient data. The Commission did require USAC
to report annually certain performance measurements related to the high-cost program on which it could base future
performance goals. /d. at 16397-98, para. 55.
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483.  Preserve and Advance Voice Service. The first performance goal we propose is to
preserve and advance voice service.®®> We anticipate that our proposals to rationalize investment in
modern communications and to better target support will enable the program to meet this goal. As an
outcome measure, historically, the Commission has measured telephone penetration as a proxy for
network deployment.®®® We seek comment on whether we should continue to use the telephone
penetration rate, which measures subscription to voice service, or whether we should adopt a deployment
measure that measures access to voice service.” We note that the Commission’s current telephone
subscription penetration rate is based on the Census Bureau’s Current Population Survey (CPS), which
does not specifically break-out wireless, VoIP, or over-the-top voice options available to consumers.**’
Are there alternative methods the Commission should use to acquire data regarding deployment of voice-
capable networks?

484.  Although certain segments of the population lag behind, such as low-income and Tribal
consumers—and the Commission is committed to addressing those shortfalls—we note that the national
voice penetration rate is at an all-time high.*® To the extent that subscription to voice services is lagging
in certain areas, is that largely due to socio-economic forces such as lower household income rather than a
lack of access to voice service? If so, would it be unrealistic to expect a significant increase in voice
subscription even with a larger influx of high-cost funding? What role should Lifeline play in advancing
the adoption of voice service? We also seek comment on an appropriate measure for whether universal
service funding, from either the existing high-cost program or the CAF, is being used efficiently to
achieve this performance goal.

485.  Increase Deployment of Modern Networks. The second performance goal we propose is
to increase the deployment of modern networks capable of delivering broadband and voice service, using
either fixed or mobile technologies, in areas where such networks would not exist absent governmental
support.®®” This performance goal is directly tied to our goals for universal service reform—to ensure that
all Americans in all parts of the nation, including those in rural, insular, and high-cost areas, have access
to modern communications networks capable of supporting the necessary applications that empower them
to learn, work, prosper and innovate. We expect that our proposals to rationalize investment in modern
communications networks, to better target support, and to create the CAF to expand access to broadband,
will enable the program to meet this goal. To measure this goal, we propose as an outcome measure the
number of new housing units which gain access to broadband service, as benchmarked above, as a result

82 See 47 US.C. § 254(b). See also Qwest 2008 Comprehensive Review NOI Comments at 4.

%3 See Industry Analysis and Technology Division, Wireline Competition Bureau Telephone Subscribership in the
United States (Sept. 2010) (Sept. 2010 Subscribership Report).

%4 The Broadband Data NPRM seeks comment on whether to collect voice and broadband network deployment
data. See Broadband Data NPRM, FCC 11-14, at paras. 49-65 (seeking comment on whether and how the
Commission should collect deployment data).

%85 Sept. 2010 Subscribership Report at 1. The specific questions asked in the CPS are: “Does this house, apartment,
or mobile home have telephone service from which you can both make and receive calls? Please include cell phones,
regular phones, and any other type of telephone.” And, if the answer to the first question is “no,” this is followed up
with, “Is there a telephone elsewhere on which people in this household can be called?” If the answer to the first
question is “yes,” the household is counted as having a telephone “in unit.” If the answer to either the first or second
question is “yes,” the household is counted as having a telephone “available.” Id. at 3.

6% As of March 2010, the national telephone subscription penetration rate was 96%, the highest reported rate since
the CPS began collecting data in 1983. /d. at Table 1.

87 Comments of Mercatus Center, WC Docket Nos. 05-195, 02-60, 03-109, CC Docket Nos. 96-45, 02-6, 97-21, at
9-10 (filed Oct. 17, 2005); Comments of TCA, WC Docket No. 05-195, at 6-7 (filed Nov. 13, 2008) (proposing a
performance measure of service availability); Comments of Qwest, WC Docket No. 05-195, at 4 (filed Nov. 13,
2008); see also Comments of NECA, WC Docket No. 05-195, at 8 (filed Nov. 13, 2008) (pending rule changes,
goals and performance metrics should be consistent with existing rules).
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of universal service funding, whether from the existing high-cost programs or the CAF. As an efficiency
measure, we propose the change in the number of homes passed or covered by these networks per million
USF dollars spent. We note that this efficiency measure could be biased toward lower-cost areas. Is there
an alternative measure that would fairly capture how well the CAF funding was accomplishing the goal of
increasing deployment of modern networks? How will we isolate USF funding as the cause of change in
deployment, to distinguish from other sources of funding, such as BTOP/BIP? How should we take into
account increased deployment resulting from other regulatory actions, such as voluntary merger
commitments? We seek comment on this performance goal and measures.

486.  Reasonably Comparable Rates for Broadband and Voice Services. The third
performance goal we propose is to ensure that rates for broadband service are reasonably comparable in
rural, insular, and high cost areas and urban areas, and that rates for voice service are reasonably
comparable in rural, insular, and high cost areas and urban areas.®®® We envision that our proposals to
rationalize investment in modern communications networks and to better target support will enable the
program to meet this goal. As an outcome measure, we propose the ratio of the rural price to rural
household disposable income should be similar to the ratio in urban areas, both for voice services and for
broadband services. In other words, are rural Americans devoting a similar percentage of their disposable
household income to similar services as urban Americans? Alternatively, should we instead measure the
percentage of total household income devoted to these services? Or should we measure the relative actual
prices of these services in rural and urban areas? For the purposes of measuring reasonable
comparability, we propose to rely on the voice and broadband pricing data the Commission collects.
We also seek comment on an appropriate measure of the efficiency of the use of universal service funding
in achieving this goal.

689

487.  Limit Universal Service Contribution Burden on Households. In considering reform to
the current high-cost program, the Commission seeks to balance the various objectives of section 254(b)
of the Act to ensure that support is sufficient to meet statutory goals, while not imposing an excessive
burden on American consumers who are ultimately the payors for the Fund.* We believe that our
proposals to rationalize investment in modern communications networks, to better target support, and to
employ market-based mechanisms will control costs and thereby control the contribution burden borne by
consumers. We seek comment on whether to establish as a performance goal limiting the overall burden
of universal service contribution costs on American households. For example, one means of measuring
this goal could be to divide the total inflation-adjusted expenditures of the Fund each year by the number
of American households and to express the measure as a monthly dollar figure. This calculation would be
relatively straightforward and could rely on publicly available data; as such, the measure would be
transparent and easily verifiable. By adjusting for inflation and looking at the universal service burden,
we could determine whether or not the overall burden of universal service contributions costs is
increasing or decreasing for the typical American household. For example, the Fund spent $7.9 billion in

688 47 U.S.C. § 254(b)(3). See Mercatus Center Oct. 17, 2005 Comments at 9-10; TCA Nov. 13, 2008 Comments at
6-7 (proposing a performance measure of comparability of service prices between urban and rural areas); Qwest
Nov. 13, 2008 Comments at 4; see also NECA Nov. 13, 2008 Comments at 8.

%9 See supra para. 137 (proposing that recipients must offer voice and broadband (individually and together) in rural
areas at rates that are affordable and reasonably comparable to rates in urban areas); see also Broadband Data
NPRM, FCC 11-14, at paras. 66-76 (seeking comment on whether and how the Commission should collect price data).

% Contributions are assessed on the basis of a contributor’s projected collected interstate and international end-user
telecommunications revenues, based on a percentage or “contribution factor” that is calculated every quarter. See 47
C.F.R. § 54.709. A contributor may recover the costs of universal service contributions by passing an explicit
charge through to its customers. 47 CFR § 54.712(a). See Qwest II Remand Order, 25 FCC Rcd at 4088, para. 29
(explaining that the Commission could not be a prudent guardian of the public’s resources without taking into
account the costs of universal service, alongside the benefit); Rural Cellular Ass’n, 588 F.3d at 1102; see also, e.g.,
Alenco, 201 F.3d at 620-21 (concluding that the Commission properly considered the costs of universal service in
reforming one part of the high-cost support mechanism).
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2010;*" the overall per-household burden of universal service in 2010 was thus approximately $5.61 per
month under the proposed measure, and $3.03 per month for the high-cost program in particular.®* In
contrast, the Fund spent $5.5 billion in 2000, adjusted for inflation, and the overall per-household burden
for universal service was approximately $4 in 2000 and $2 per month for the high-cost program.®”® A
contribution burden measure, when considered with other measures such as average household
expenditures on telecommunications as a percentage of household personal consumption expenditures,
could help the Commission and other stakeholders assess the impact of universal service policy decisions
over time. We seek comment on this proposed performance measure and also seek comment on an
appropriate efficiency measure.

488.  Use and Re-evaluation of Performance Measures. These performance measures are
designed to track whether the program is achieving the intended purposes, as opposed to whether program
recipients are using funding for the intended purposes. Above we seek comment on reporting
requirements for program recipients, to ensure that they are complying with program requirements.
However, we expect that the data we will collect from program recipients, in the aggregate, will provide
the foundation for tracking the success of the program using these performance measures. We invite
comment on whether that data will be useful for this purpose. If not, what other data would be useful as
inputs to these performance measures?

489.  We also propose to review annually whether the program is meeting its goals based on
the results of the performance measures. If the program is not meeting its goals we intend to consider
corrective actions in future rulemakings so that we achieve the intended purposes. In addition, to the
extent that these performance measures do not help us assess program performance, we would revisit
them as well.

X. INTERCARRIER COMPENSATION FOR A BROADBAND AMERICA
A. Steps Necessary to Achieve Our Objectives

490.  In this section, we seek comment on proposals to comprehensively reform intercarrier
compensation to bring the benefits of broadband to all Americans. We plan to use the same section 254-
derived principles to inform our intercarrier compensation reforms that we use to guide our universal
service reforms.®”* Specifically, the changes to the intercarrier compensation rules discussed below will:
(1) modernize our rules to make affordable broadband available to all Americans and reduce waste and
inefficiency by taking steps to curb arbitrage; (2) promote fiscal responsibility; (3) require accountability;
(4) transition to market-driven and incentive-based policies. In addition, we aim to create a framework
and transition that is predictable to enable service providers and investors time to react and plan
appropriately.

491.  We first highlight inefficiencies, including distorted incentives and wasted resources,
enabled by the current intercarrier compensation rules and why reform is necessary. Next we provide an

! Universal Service Administrative Company, 2009 Annual Report, at 5, available at
http://www.usac.org/_res/documents/about/pdf/usac-annual-report-2009.pdf; see also Sept. 2010 Subscribership
Report, Table 1 (rel. Aug. 2010).

92 We note that this includes business contributions to USF, which households support indirectly, so the amount per
month on the phone bills of individual households is lower.

593 Comments of USAC, WC Docket Nos. 05-195, 02-60, 03-109, CC Docket Nos. 96-45, 02-6, 97-21, App. A at
19, 23 (filed Oct. 18, 2005). Adjustments for inflation were calculated using the Bureau of Labor Statistics’
Consumer Price Index Inflation Calendar, http://www.bls.gov/data/inflation calculator.htm (last visited Feb. 9,
2011). We note that during that intervening period, as the Commission removed explicit support from access
charges and made such support explicit in the high-cost program, long distance rates decreased.

94 As discussed above, section 254 of the Act lays out principles for Commission policies to preserve and advance
universal service. See supra para. 11.
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overview of the Commission’s authority to pursue reform, identify certain goals of intercarrier
compensation reform, and seeks comment on how possible intercarrier compensation rate methodologies
would advance those goals. We also seek comment on the dimensions of the intercarrier compensation
reform transition, and lay out two possible approaches for working with states to implement reform. The
first approach relies on the Commission and states to act within their existing roles in regulating
intercarrier compensation, such that states would remain responsible for reforming intrastate access
charges. Additionally, we also seek comment on whether we should set a glide path to reform wireless
termination charges, possibly including intrastate access charges paid by or to wireless providers. Under
the second approach, the Commission would use the tools provided by sections 251 and 252 in the 1996
Act to unify all intercarrier rates, including those for intrastate calls, under the reciprocal compensation
framework. Under this framework, the Commission would establish a methodology for intercarrier rates,
which states then work with the Commission to implement. Within these approaches, we identify and
develop a specific set of options for commenters to consider regarding the sequencing of reductions in
specific rates. We also seek comment on the appropriate timing of the overall transition and propose to
complete the transition away from per-minute rates before implementing the long-term vision for the
CAF, which will ultimately make explicit all subsidies necessary to serve an area (including subsidies that
are currently provided implicitly through the intercarrier compensation system).

492.  Next, we seek comment on how to structure any necessary recovery mechanism for
providers, including threshold questions of whether our evaluation should be based on a provider’s cost of
originating, transporting, and terminating a call (i.e., cost recovery) or whether we should focus recovery
on replacing reduced intercarrier compensation revenues (i.e., revenue recovery) or some combination
thereof. In evaluating the criteria for recovery, we seek comment on doing so through reasonable end-
user charges and the CAF. If we focus on revenue recovery, we recognize that existing intercarrier
compensation revenues may be a significant source of free cash flow and regulated revenues for some
carriers, and we request data to help quantify the impact of intercarrier compensation reform on the
industry and consumers. We also recognize that some high-cost, insular, and Tribal areas may need
explicit support to maintain service because there may be no private business case to serve such areas.
We seek comment on how to reform intercarrier compensation and universal service in tandem so that
such areas receive any ongoing support necessary to ensure that they continue to receive quality and
affordable services, and to ensure that providers serving those areas can continue to advance connectivity
where it lags far behind the rest of the nation. As noted above, one of the proposed principles guiding
universal service reform is controlling the size of the universal service fund and reducing waste and
inefficiency. This proposed principle likewise informs our intercarrier compensation reforms, and we ask
commenters how best to calibrate any intercarrier compensation recovery to be consistent with this
principle.

493.  Third, we seek comment on proposals to address the National Broadband Plan
recommendation that the Commission adopt interim rules to reduce arbitrage and specifically seek
comment on the applicability of intercarrier compensation to VoIP and measures to address phantom
traffic and access stimulation. We believe that our proposals to address the treatment of VoIP traffic for
purposes of intercarrier compensation and to adopt rules to address phantom traffic and access stimulation
will reduce inefficient use of resources and promote investment and innovation. Service providers will
benefit from increased certainty and predictability regarding future revenues and reduced billing disputes
and litigation, enabling companies to direct capital resources toward broadband investment. We also seek
comment on whether the actions we propose in this Notice should encourage incumbent LECs to move to
IP-to-IP interconnection. Finally, we seek comment on other pending issues related to intercarrier
compensation reform.

B. Why Intercarrier Compensation Must Be Reformed

494. Intercarrier compensation is a system of payments between carriers to compensate each
other for the origination, transport and termination of telecommunications traffic. For example, when a
family in one state makes a telephone call to their grandmother in a neighboring state, the calling family’s
long distance provider pays the family’s local phone company a per-minute charge, which may be a few
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cents a minute, for originating the call. The family’s long distance provider also pays their grandmother’s
local phone company a per-minute charge, anywhere from less than a cent to close to 5 cents a minute, for
terminating the call.® In contrast, if the family then places a call to an uncle who lives in a different part
of the state, a different set of rates apply. Here again, the calling family’s long distance provider pays the
family’s local phone company a per-minute charge for originating the call and also must pay their uncle’s
local phone company a per-minute charge for terminating the call. But, in comparison to the first
example, payments for calls within a state, known as intrastate access charges, are often higher than those
that apply to calls across states, or interstate access charges. A long distance provider may have to pay an
average rate of 13.5 cents a minute or more to the local phone company to deliver a call within a state.®*.
Thus, under the present system, the amounts service providers charge each other for completing such a
call can vary considerably depending not on the service provided but on whether a call starts and finishes
in the same state, or whether it crosses state lines.”” To complicate matters further, these charges also
can vary based on what technology (e.g., wireline, wireless) is used to make a call. Industry wide, these
charges add up to a significant amount of money. An estimate from 2008 indicated that all forms of
intercarrier compensation result in up to $8 billion in transfers between carriers every year.**

495.  These examples highlight four fundamental problems with the current system, each of
which is discussed further below: (1) the system is based on outdated concepts and a per-minute rate
structure from the 1980s that no longer matches industry realities; (2) rates vary based on the type of
provider and where the call originated, even though the function of originating or terminating a call does
not change; (3) because most intercarrier compensation rates are set above incremental cost, they create
incentives to retain old voice technologies and engage in regulatory arbitrage for profit; and (4)
technological advances, including the rise of new modes of communications such as texting, e-mail, and
wireless substitution have caused local exchange carriers’ compensable minutes to decline, resulting in
additional pressures on the system and uncertainty for carriers. Our proposals for reform would address
each of these issues and create a framework for a stable, predictable transition to a new system.

496.  The current intercarrier compensation framework arose primarily out of a series of
regulatory choices made to implement the 1984 AT&T divestiture and the passage of the
Telecommunications Act of 1996.°”” As a result, the country has an intercarrier compensation system
with a variety of distinct compensation rules and mechanisms: originating and terminating access charges
at the state and the federal levels; reciprocal compensation; and distinct rules applicable to wireless

5 See, e.g., Letter from Joe A. Douglas, Vice President, Government Relations, NECA, to Marlene H. Dortch,
Secretary, FCC, CC Docket Nos. 96-45, 80-286, Attach. (filed Dec. 29, 2010) (NECA Dec. 29, 2010 Ex Parte
Letter) (providing a report showing average interstate access rates per state for NECA common line 2010 pool
members as high as 6 cents per minute); Letter from Brian J. Benison, Director — Federal Regulatory, AT&T, to
Marlene. H. Dortch, Secretary, FCC, GN Docket No. 09-51, WC Docket Nos. 07-135, 05-337, 99-68, CC Docket
Nos. 01-92, 96-45 Attach. at 2 (filed Jan. 6, 2010) (AT&T Jan. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter); Letter from Michael B.
Hazzard, Counsel to Pac-West Telecomm, Inc., WC Docket Nos. 01-92, 07-135 Attach. at 7 (filed Oct. 28, 2010).

% See NECA Dec. 29, 2010 Ex Parte Letter, Attach. (attaching a report providing average intrastate access rates per
state for NECA common line 2010 pool members); AT&T Jan. 6, 2010 Ex Parte Letter, Attach. at 2 (noting rates as
high as 35.9 cents per minute).

%7 The Commission regulates the rates for interstate access charges (paid on long distance calls that cross state
lines), and states regulate the rates for intrastate access charges (paid on long distance calls within a state).

08 See Letter from Ray Baum, Chairman, NARUC Communications Committee, et al., to Kevin Martin, Chairman,
FCC, CC Docket Nos. 80-286, 01-92, 08-152, WC Docket Nos. 04-36, 06-122, WT Docket No. 05-194, at 1 n.1
(filed Oct. 21, 2008). We note that this estimate is from 2008 and seek data to quantify the current scope of
intercarrier compensation to help formulate a recovery mechanism. See infra para. 572.

9 United States v. AT&T, 552 F. Supp. 131 (D.D.C. 1982), aff’d sub nom. Maryland v. United States, 460 U.S.
1001 (1983); Telecommunications Act of 1996. Pub. L. No. 104-104, 110 Stat. 56 (1996).
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traffic,”” ISP-bound traffic’”' and traffic on competitive networks. The wildly varying and disparate rates
within the intercarrier compensation system create arbitrage opportunities and introduce layers of
regulatory complexity and associated costs, which hinder deployment of IP networks.

497.  The history of the current intercarrier compensation system is well-documented in this
proceeding, and is only summarized here.”” For much of the twentieth century, telephone service was
viewed as a natural monopoly. Prior to AT&T’s divestiture, most telephone subscribers obtained their
local services from independent telephone companies or AT&T’s Bell Operating Companies (BOCs) and
their long distance services from AT&T Long Lines.”” As discussed above,”* under this system,
regulators allowed high long-distance rates as an offset to ensure lower local rates and promote universal
service. Thus, AT&T was allowed to charge above-cost long distance toll rates, and its interstate toll
revenues were placed into an interstate settlements pool.””” AT&T then shared a portion of these
interstate revenues with independent telephone companies and AT&T’s BOCs.”

% The Commission’s existing rules include a number of provisions affecting intercarrier compensation for traffic
exchanged with CMRS providers. Prior to the 1996 Act, the Commission established rules governing LEC
interconnection with CMRS providers. See Implementation of Sections 3(n) and 332 of the Communications Act and
regulatory Treatment of Mobile Services, GN Docket No. 93-252, Second Report and Order, 9 FCC Red 1411
(1994) (CMRS Second Report and Order) (subsequent history omitted). Pursuant to its authority under section
201(a) of the Act, the Commission adopted rules requiring mutual and reasonable compensation for the exchange of
traffic between LECs and CMRS providers. See 47 C.F.R. § 20.11. Further, the Commission decided to forbear
from requiring or permitting the filing of tariffs for interstate access services offered by CMRS providers. See
CMRS Second Report and Order, 9 FCC Red at 1480, para. 179; see also 47 C.F.R. § 20.15(c). Thus, a CMRS
provider is currently entitled to collect access charges from an IXC “only to the extent that a contract imposes a
payment obligation” with that IXC. See Petitions of Sprint PCS and AT&T Corp. for Declaratory Ruling Regarding
CMRS Access Charges, WT Docket No. 01-316, Declaratory Ruling, 17 FCC Red 13192, 13198, para 12 (2002),
petitions for review dismissed, AT&T Corp. v. FCC, 349 F.3d 692 (D.C. Cir. 2003). Following the 1996 Act, the
Commission stated that “traffic to or from a CMRS network that originates and terminates within the same Major
Trading Area is subject to [reciprocal compensation obligations] under section 251(b)(5), rather than interstate and
intrastate access charges.” Implementation of the Local Competition Provisions in the Telecommunications Act of
1996, CC Docket Nos. 96-98 and 95-185, First Report and Order, 11 FCC Red 15499, 16016 para. 1036 (1996)
(subsequent history omitted); see also 47 C.F.R. § 51.701 et seq.

" See Intercarrier Compensation for ISP-Bound Traffic, CC Docket Nos. 96-98, 99-68, Order on Remand and
Report and Order, 16 FCC Red 9151 (2001) (ISP Remand Order); remanded but not vacated by WorldCom, Inc. v.
FCC, 288 F.3d 429 (D.C. Cir. 2002); see also 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Red 6475.

2 See, e.g., 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Red 6475, 6565-65680, App. A, paras. 159-185 & 6763-
6778, App. C, paras. 154-180.

3 Developing a Unified Intercarrier Compensation Regime, CC Docket No. 01-92, Further Notice of Proposed
Rulemaking, 20 FCC Rcd 4685, 4688, para. 6 (2005) (Intercarrier Compensation FNPRM).

7% See supra Section I11.

5 See Economic Implications and Interrelationships Arising from Policies and Practices Relating to Customer
Information, Jurisdictional Separations and Rate Structures, Docket No. 20003, First Report, 61 FCC 2d 766, 796—
97, paras. 81-82 (1976); 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Rcd at 6567, App. A, para. 162; id. at 6765-
66, App. C, para. 157.

6 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Red at 6567 App. A para. 162, id. at 6765-66 App. C para. 157.
This regime and its assumption that long-distance telecommunications was a natural monopoly, became unsettled
with the introduction of competition from Microwave Communications, Inc. (MCI) in the 1970s. In 1974, the
Department of Justice filed an antitrust lawsuit against AT&T, which ultimately led to AT&T’s divestiture of the
BOCs under the Modification of Final Judgment (MFJ). See 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Rcd at
6567-6568 App. A, para. 163-64, id. at 6766 App. C, para. 158-59; see also United States v. AT&T, 552 F. Supp.
131 (D.D.C. 1982), aff’d sub nom. Maryland v. United States, 460 U.S. 1001 (1983). The 1982 consent decree, as
entered by the court, was called the Modification of Final Judgment because it modified a 1956 Final Judgment
(continued....)
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498.  Following the AT&T divestiture, the BOCs were allowed to maintain monopoly
franchises in their local markets, but AT&T’s long-distance business was split off, thereby removing the
incentive for the BOCs to favor AT&T’s long-distance business over that of competitors.””” In 1983, the
Commission eliminated the “existing potpourri of [compensation] mechanisms,” and replaced it “with a
single uniform mechanism . . . through which local carriers [could] recover the cost of providing access
services needed to complete interstate and foreign telecommunications.”” This formal system of access
charge rules provides for the recovery of LECs’ costs assigned to the interstate jurisdiction. The rules
effectively replaced AT&T’s pre-divestiture settlements system and provided the framework for the
current interstate and intrastate access charges that exist today.

499.  With the 1996 Act, Congress sought to promote and facilitate competition in
telecommunications markets.”” The 1996 Act did not displace the existing access charge rules,”'’ but did
introduce yet another mechanism through which carriers compensate each other for the exchange of
traffic. In particular, section 251(b)(5) of the 1996 Act imposed on all LECs a “duty to establish
reciprocal compensation arrangements for the transport and termination of telecommunications.””"!
Although section 251(b)(5) does not discuss the jurisdiction of calls subject to the reciprocal
compensation framework, the Commission initially interpreted this statutory provision to apply to calls
that begin and end within the same local calling area such as when a customer of one company makes a
call to a customer of a company in the same local calling area.”"?

(Continued from previous page)
against AT&T stemming from a 1949 antitrust lawsuit. MCI introduced competition, but was still dependent on the
BOC:s to complete long-distance calls to end users and there were disputes over access charges (the fees that an IXC
like MCI would pay to the BOCs to originate and terminate long distance calls) arose. See Access Charge Reform
Order, 12 FCC Rcd at 15991, paras. 19-20.

"7 See Access Charge Reform Order, 12 FCC Red at 15991, para. 20.

"8 MTS and WATS Market Structure, CC Docket No. 78-72, Memorandum Opinion and Order, 97 FCC 2d 682,
683, para. 2 (1983).

79 Telecommunications Act of 1996, Pub. L. No. 104-104, 110 Stat. 56 (1996); see also Implementation of the
Local Competition Provisions in the Telecommunications Act of 1996 and Interconnection between Local Carriers
and Commercial Mobile Radio Service Providers, CC Docket Nos. 96-98, 95-185, First Report and Order, 11 FCC
Red 15499, 15505, para. 3 (1996) (Local Competition First Report and Order) (subsequent history omitted).

0 See 47 U.S.C. § 251().

47 U.S.C. § 251(b)(5). In the Local Competition First Report and Order, the Commission concluded that section
251(b)(5) applied only to local traffic, but recognized that “[u]ltimately . . . the rates that local carriers impose for
the transport and termination of local traffic and for the transport and termination of long distance traffic should
converge.” See Local Competition First Report and Order, 11 FCC Red at 16012, para. 1033. In the ISP Remand
Order, the Commission reversed course on the scope of 251(b)(5), finding that it was not limited to local traffic,
noting that “the term ‘local,” not being a statutorily defined category, . .. is not a term used in section 251(b)(5).”
Intercarrier Compensation for ISP-Bound Traffic, CC Docket Nos. 96-98, 99-68, Order on Remand and Report and
Order, 16 FCC Red 9151, 9167, para. 34 (2001) (ISP Remand Order), remanded, WorldCom, Inc. v. FCC, 288 F.3d
429 (D.C. Cir. 2002) (WorldCom), cert denied, 538 U.S. 1012 (2003), mandamus granted, 531 F.3d 849 (D.C. Cir.
2008). In 2008, the Commission affirmed this interpretation, finding “that the better reading of the Act as a whole,
in particular the broad language of section 251(b)(5) and the grandfather clause in section 251(g), supports our view
that the transport and termination of all telecommunications exchanged with LECs is subject to the reciprocal
compensation regime in sections 251(b)(5) and 252(d)(2).” 2008 Order and ICC/USF FNPRM, 24 FCC Rcd at
6482-83, para. 15.

"2 In the Local Competition First Report and Order, the Commission defined the local calling area for calls to or
from a CMRS network for purposes of applying reciprocal compensation obligations under section 251(b)(5).
Accordingly, it determined that traffic to or from a CMRS network that originates and terminates within the same
Major Trading Area (MTA) is subject to reciprocal compensation obligations under section 251(b)(5), rather than
interstate or intrastate access charges. See Local Competition First Report and Order, 11 FCC Rced at 16014, para.
1036; see also 47 C.F.R. § 24.202(a) (defining the term “Major Trading Area”).
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500.  The 1996 Act and the Commission’s rules prohibit long distance carriers from charging
customers in one state a rate different from that in another state.””® To implement this requirement, long
distance carriers charge averaged long-distance rates. Thus, long-distance carriers lack the ability to
directly pass on higher access rates to the particular customer making calls to or from areas with higher
access rates. Averaged long-distance rates do not provide customers with any incentive to choose a LEC
with low switched access charges, since the customer only pays the long-distance charge, but does not
pay the access charges directly.

501.  Intercarrier compensation has not been reformed to reflect fundamental, ongoing shifts in
technology, consumer behavior and competition. The Commission has made incremental efforts to
modify interstate access charges to reflect technological changes in the telecommunications network and
the advent of competition, but the last intercarrier compensation reform occurred a decade ago in the 2000
CALLS Order and the 2001 MAG Order. As discussed above,’* in those orders, the Commission
removed certain implicit subsidies from interstate charges and replaced them with explicit cost recovery
from customers through increased SLCs’"® and through a new universal service mechanism — IAS for
price cap LECs,”"® and ICLS for rate-of-return incumbent LECs.”"” Although the Commission has sought
comment on a variety of proposals over the last decade to comprehensively reform intercarrier
compensation,’'® such efforts stalled, leaving the current antiquated rules in place.

13 See 47 U.S.C. § 254(g); 47 C.F.R. § 64. 1801 (providing that “[a] provider of interstate interexchange
telecommunications services shall provide such services to its subscribers in each U.S. state at rates no higher than
the rates charged to its subscribers in any other state”).

" See supra Section I11.
"3 See supra Section 111

716 See CALLS Order, 15 FCC Red at 13046-49, paras. 201-05 (establishing a “$650 million interstate access
universal service support mechanism”). Earlier in this Notice, we propose cutting IAS support over two years, and
using those funds to expand broadband coverage through the the first phase of the CAF. See supra Section VI.

"7 See Multi-Association Group (MAG) Plan f